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Abstract
Beginning in the fall of 2017, forty-one districts and charter schools entered into three-year legal
agreements with the Minnesota Department of Human Rights to reduce the racial
disproportionality in their district or school’s exclusionary discipline practices, specifically the
overrepresentation of students of color in suspensions and expulsions. This case study examines
the experience of one district over the three years of the agreement. Interviews and document
analysis from the planning committee reveal a focus on data analysis, Restorative Practices,
teacher mindset and practices, and systemic changes. Interviews and focus groups with students
and staff who were not on the planning committee showed similar themes, but students in
general were not aware of the implementation of Restorative Practices. As the COVID-19
pandemic and disruption of in-person learning impacted data on the racial disproportionality in
student discipline, future research is needed to determine the impact of the district’s efforts to
close the discipline gap.
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Chapter I: Introduction
Introduction
Despite evidence that exclusionary discipline is not effective (American Psychological
Association Zero Tolerance Task Force, 2008; Browne-Dianis, 2011; Children’s Defense Fund,
1975; Dickerson, 2014), many schools continue to suspend and expel students. These
exclusionary practices disproportionately impact students of color; nationally, African American
students were suspended nearly three times as often as White students (U.S. Department of
Education Office for Civil Rights, 2021). In Minnesota, African American students were
suspended eight times as often as White students in the 2015-2016 school year (Minnesota
Department of Human Rights, 2018). As a result, 43 public school districts and charter schools
were found to be in violation of Minnesota Statute 363A.13, which prohibits exclusionary
practices on the basis of race (Minnesota Department of Human Rights, 2018; Minnesota
Statutes 2022 § 363A.13, 2022).
Research shows that race is the most significant factor in the disproportionality in student
discipline (Anderson & Ritter, 2017; Noltemeyer & Mcloughlin, 2010; Skiba et al., 2014;
Smolkowski, Girvan, McIntosh, Nese & Horner, 2016; Sullivan, Klingbeil & Van Nortnan,
2013; U.S. Commission on Civil Rights, 2019). In addition to isolating the role of race, studies
have also shown that schools with a higher population of Black students employ exclusionary
discipline policies at a higher rate and with greater severity (Anderson & Ritter, 2017; Skiba et
al., 2014).
Background of the study. In 1975, the Children’s Defense Fund published a report on
the overrepresentation of students of color in exclusionary school discipline and the
8

ineffectiveness of exclusionary practices. Suspension data collected by the Office of Civil
Rights from the 1972-1973 school year revealed that Black students were suspended nearly twice
as often as White students at the secondary level, and three times as often at the elementary level
(Children’s Defense Fund, 1975). Despite these findings, a rise in Zero Tolerance Policies in the
mid-1990s increased exclusionary discipline practices as a means of addressing a growing
perception that schools were unsafe, even as research indicated an overall increase in school
safety (American Psychological Association Zero Tolerance Task Force, 2008; Browne-Dianis,
2011; Dickerson, 2014). These policies, while intended to set clear guidelines that would be
consistent and would theoretically reduce racial bias in student discipline, had the opposite effect
and has caused harm to students of color who have been disproportionately impacted by these
policies (Triplet, Allen, & Lewis, 2014). The U.S. Department of Education Office for Civil
Rights released a report in 2021 that highlighted the continued racial disproportionality in
student discipline, especially in exclusionary practices. Black students were suspended almost
three times more often than White students, and while Black boys made up 7.7% of total
enrollment, they made up 24.9% of the out-of-school suspensions (U.S. Department of Education
Office for Civil Rights, 2021). Data from the same report showed that Black preschool boys
made up 9.6% of enrollment but 34.2% of suspensions and 30.4% of expulsions.
In Minnesota, the results have been more disparate. Data from the Disciplinary Incident
Reporting System (DIRS) for the 2015-2016 school year indicated that “American-Indian
students were ten times more likely to be suspended or expelled than White peers; AfricanAmerican students were eight times more likely to be suspended or expelled than White peers;
[and] Students of color were twice more likely to be suspended or expelled than White peers”
9

(Minnesota Department of Human Rights, 2018, “Minnesota Suspensions Data,” para. 2). As a
result, 43 public school districts and charter schools were found to be in violation of Minnesota
Statute 363A.13, which prohibits exclusionary practices on the basis of race (Minnesota Statutes
2022 § 363A.13, 2022). These districts and charter schools were then required to work in
collaboration with the Minnesota Department of Human Rights to develop and implement a plan
aimed at reducing racial disproportionality in student discipline. In the three years since the
beginning of the settlement agreements, the COVID-19 pandemic and resulting disruptions to
schools have impacted school discipline data. Tables 1 and 2 highlight the decrease in both inand out-of-school suspensions and decrease in racial disproportionality for in- and out-of-school
suspensions during the 2020-2021 school year in Minnesota, when a sizeable portion of the
population was in distance learning for a significant portion of the year (MDE Report Card,
2022).
Table 1
In-School Suspensions in Minnesota, 2018-2021
2018-2019
2019-2020
%T
%S
%T
%S
All students
1.8
1.4
Black
11.2
22.2
11.2
23.6
Native
1.6
4.9
1.7
4.6
White
65.8
52.0
64.9
49.9
Note: %T = percent of the total population; %S = percent of suspensions.
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2020-2021
%T
%S
0.5
11.6
10.3
1.7
4.2
63.8
66.2

Table 2
Out-of-School Suspensions in Minnesota, 2018-2021
2018-2019
2019-2020
%T
%S
%S
%T
%S
%S
%T
1 day 2+days
1 day 2+days
All Students
1.0
2.3
0.8
1.7
Black
11.2
32.4
34.8
11.2
34.8
35.4
11.6
Native
1.6
4.2
5.0
1.7
4.1
5.9
1.7
White
65.8
43.1
38.7
64.9
39.1
35.8
63.8
Note: %T = percent of the total population; %S = percent of suspensions.

2020-2021
%S
%S
1 day 2+days
0.2
0.4
20.6
16.3
4.3
5.9
55.6
57.9

It is particularly noteworthy that in the 2020-2021 school year, the percent of students who were
suspended two or more days was five times fewer than it was in the 2018-2019 school year.
During that same time period, the percent of Black students receiving in-school-suspension or
two or more days of out-of-school suspension was reduced by over half. The disproportionality
of Native students receiving exclusionary discipline remained stagnant.
Isolation of race. In the wake of zero tolerance policies that have drawn attention to
exclusionary discipline, a growing body of research has emerged in an attempt to identify the
cause of racial disproportionality within student discipline data. A central challenge to this type
of research is controlling for a number of complex variables, including socioeconomic status,
gender, and school conditions. Skiba et al. (2014) used a multivariate analysis of discipline data
alongside surveys of administrator attitudes to isolate race as the most significant factor in the
disproportionate discipline of Black students. Their research has been supported by studies that
have controlled for variables across settings (Anderson & Ritter, 2017; Noltemeyer &
Mcloughlin, 2010; Skiba et al., 2011; Smolkowski, Girvan, McIntosh, Nese & Horner, 2016). In
addition to isolating the role of race in school discipline, studies have also shown that schools
11

with a higher population of Black students employ exclusionary discipline policies at a higher
rate and with greater severity (Anderson & Ritter, 2017; Skiba et al., 2014; Welch & Payne,
2010), although Edward’s (2016) study showed that Black students were more frequently
suspended in schools that were either predominantly Black or predominantly White, relative to
mixed race schools. Some efforts to reduce racial disproportionality in student discipline have
been successful in reducing exclusionary discipline overall, but the gap between White students
and students of color remains (Noltemeyer & Mcloughlin, 2010).
Statement of the Problem
Exclusionary discipline practices, in addition to being ineffective (American Academy of
Pediatrics Council on School Health, 2013), also have deleterious effects on both individual
students and the student community at large (Balfanz, Byrnes, Fox, 2014; Bottiani, Bradshaw, &
Mendelson, 2017). Studies have highlighted the correlation between academic gaps and
discipline gaps, particularly among Black and White students (Pearman, Curran, Fisher &
Gardella, 2019). Preliminary findings indicate that exclusionary discipline could be responsible
for as much as one-fifth of the academic achievement gap between Black and White students
(Morris & Perry, 2016). In addition, excessive out-of-school suspensions can even impact the
academic achievement of those not suspended—researchers noted that “the threat and constancy
of punishment permeates highly punitive environments, hindering the academic performance of
otherwise well-behaved students” (Perry & Morris, 2014, p. 1083). Exclusionary discipline
practices have also been linked to a higher student drop-out rate, lower graduation rates, poorer
attendance, and lower rates of post-secondary schooling, particularly for Black students and
students receiving special education services (Balfanz, Byrnes & Fox, 2014, Shollenberger,
12

2015; Sorensen, Bushway & Gifford, 2020). Longitudinal studies have indicated that
exclusionary discipline also leads to greater odds of future arrest and incarceration
(Shollenberger, 2015; Wolf & Kupchik, 2016), thus feeding what is commonly referred to as the
School-to-Prison-Pipeline. Martin and Smith (2017), disaggregated data specific to Black
female students and found that their rate of graduation from high school was three times less than
their White peers. They noted that:
The subversive pattern of teacher behaviors and school policies that contribute to Black
girls being held back more, and experiencing higher levels of teacher-reported problems
in their 10th grade classrooms, completely accounted for an overall 300% difference in
Black girls being pushed out of high school. (Martin & Smith, 2017, p. 8)
Exclusionary discipline also has a negative impact on a student’s sense of belonging
(Pufall et al., 2018), and when discipline practices are seen by students to be racially biased, it
can impact the sense of belonging of other students of color in the school community, even if
they are not personally excluded (Bottiani, Bradshaw, & Mendelson, 2017). Thus, while
suspensions have commonly been believed to improve school climate by removing disruptive
students, it has instead been shown to damage school climate (American Psychological
Association Zero Tolerance Task Force, 2008).
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to explore the experience of one district that sought to
address discipline disproportionality through the lens of participants on stakeholder and
implementation committees. This study focused on the process of developing and implementing

13

a plan to reduce racial disproportionality in student discipline, and included analysis of
stakeholder perceptions of the effectiveness or ineffectiveness of that process.
Research Questions
RQ1. What process did the school district engage in to address racial disproportionality in
student discipline?
RQ2. What are the perceptions of implementation team members of school district efforts to
address racial disproportionality in student discipline?
RQ3. What are the perceptions of school district efforts to address racial disproportionality in
student discipline of staff and students who were not implementation team members?
Significance of the Study
The 43 public school districts and charter schools involved in the collaboration with the
Minnesota Department of Human Rights assigned 62% of the suspensions in Minnesota during
the 2015-2016 school year (Minnesota Department of Human Rights, 2018). Throughout the
three years of the initial plan development and implementation, these 43 districts and charter
schools were responsible for collecting and sharing quantitative and qualitative data to
demonstrate progress toward a reduction in racially disproportionate student discipline. Due to
the COVID-19 pandemic in the second and third year, that data collection process was disrupted,
skewing data that would indicate the results of plan implementation. This case study followed
the process of plan development and implementation, which, when analyzed in relation to
interviews of key stakeholders, provided insights into the successes and challenges of one
district’s plan development and implementation.
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Utilizing a vertical case study involving policy documents and stakeholder interviews
was beneficial in examining the impact of policy changes at the school level, as discipline data
alone does not provide a holistic view of school culture, discipline practices, and the experiences
of students (Anderson & Ritter, 2017). Interviews of students in particular provided insight into
the implications of district and school policy. This is significant, because this form of study may
not have occurred in this context.
The challenge of racial disproportionality in student discipline is nation-wide, and
research documenting efforts toward reducing that disproportionality can be utilized to identify
high-leverage practices and change models that, as part of a growing body of research, can
ultimately be adapted across settings to positively impact discipline practices.
Definition of Terms
Cultural Responsiveness/Culturally Responsive: Ladson-Billings describes Cultural
Responsiveness as a philosophical approach that is rooted in student empowerment and requires
that pedagogy is grounded in “academic success”, “cultural competence”, and “critical
consciousness”. (Ladson-Billings, 1995, p. 160).
Disproportionality: The percent of students in certain demographic groups who receive
exclusionary discipline does not match, or is not in proportion to, the population of the
demographic group.
Exclusionary Practices: Discipline practices that remove students from the learning
environment; mostly commonly in-school suspensions, out-of-school suspensions, and
expulsion.
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Expulsion: A discipline practice that removes a student from the school district for up to twelve
months (Minnesota Department of Education, 2022).
Implicit bias: Unconscious attitudes formed by socialization that result in preferential treatment
toward certain groups, often groups to which the individual belongs (Greenwald & Krieger,
2006).
Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS): This framework focuses on both the
prevention of behavior issues as well as intervention when patterns of behavior emerge.
Prevention includes building a school culture with clear and consistent expectations, and
intervention includes the identification of three tiers of behavior and interventions appropriate for
each tier.
Punitive: Punitive responses to misbehavior aim to punish the individual in order to retaliate
against them and as a method of deterrence for future misbehavior by the individual or by others
in the community.
Restorative: Restorative responses to misbehavior aim to repair harm and address underlying
causes of the misbehavior.
Suspension: A discipline practice that removes a student from the learning environment for a
period of time typically ranging from a partial day to several days. There are two types of
suspension: in-school (ISS), in which a student remains on the school campus but does not attend
classes, and out-of-school (OSS), in which the student is not allowed on the school campus.
Vertical Case Study: Interviews and observations at multiple levels of an organization.
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Zero Tolerance: Zero Tolerance policies were developed in the 1990’s to be “predetermined
non-negotiable punishments for specific acts of misbehavior” (Browne-Dianis, 2011, p. 25).
These policies resulted in punitive, exclusionary discipline practices.
Organization of the Remainder of the Study
Chapter two provides an overview of the literature related to racial disproportionality in
student discipline. Chapter three details the methodology used in this study, and chapter four
details the results of the study. Chapter five is a discussion of the results, including implications
for future practice and recommendations for future research.
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Chapter II: Literature Review
Background
In 1954, the landmark Brown v. Board of Education case ushered in an era of judicial
intervention to address racial discrimination in schools. Most recently, two legal interventions
have applied pressure on school districts and charter schools in the metro area of Minneapolis
and St. Paul, Minnesota. In November of 2015, the Cruz-Guzman lawsuit was filed against the
State of Minnesota, claiming that students in St. Paul and Minneapolis have been receiving a
substandard education due to racial segregation (Cruz-Guzman v. State of Minnesota, 2015).
Since the student population in both cities is predominantly students of color (the St. Paul School
District’s population was 78.3% students of color and the Minneapolis Public School District’s
was 61.5% students of color in the 2021-2022 school year, [MDE Report Card, 2022]), racial
integration would need to involve surrounding suburban districts (Orfield, 2010). Faced with the
potential of a judicial or legislative remedy to the Cruz-Guzman complaint, metro area school
districts came together to proactively align efforts to address the racial inequities within the
metropolitan area school systems. In 2016, over thirty districts joined together to launch
Reimagine Minnesota, a series of World Cafe-style community listening sessions to gather
information about what over 3,000 stakeholders saw as the most pressing equity issues facing
schools. The information was then gathered and synthesized into nine strategies: Cultural
Competence, Recruitment and Retention, Community Bridges, Personalized Education, Student
Voice, Shared Understanding, Cultural Inclusivity, Adult Behaviors, and Statewide Funding
(Association of Metropolitan School Districts, 2022). During the 2018-2019 school year, district
leaders met collectively to develop plans to implement each strategy in their respective districts.
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One of the key strategies, Adult Behaviors, encompasses discipline practices and sought to
address the racial disproportionality in student discipline. Action steps included changing adult
perspectives and behaviors, reviewing discipline policies and data collection procedures,
increasing student engagement through a culturally responsive curriculum, building relationships
between teachers and students, addressing the social, emotional and mental health needs of
students, and hiring more teachers of color (Association of Metropolitan School Districts, 2022).
While the Cruz-Guzman lawsuit made its way to the Minnesota Supreme Court, and the
Reimagine Minnesota collaborative was taking shape, another legal intervention was underway.
In the fall of 2017, the Minnesota Department of Human Rights sent letters to 43 districts and
charter schools to notify them that they were under investigation for violation of the Minnesota
Human Rights Act (Minnesota Department of Human Rights, 2018). Statewide data showed that
in Minnesota, Native American students were ten times more likely to be suspended or expelled
than White students, and African American students were eight times more likely to be
suspended or expelled (Minnesota Department of Human Rights, 2018). In addition, students of
color made up 79% of subjective suspensions but only made up 49% of the total population
(Minnesota Department of Human Rights, 2021). The Minnesota Department of Human Rights
met with leadership from 41 of the 43 districts and charter schools to begin developing plans to
address the racial inequities. Two districts initially did not agree to meet with MDHR, and faced
potential litigation (Hinrichs & Kaul, 2018). Districts then entered into a three-year process that
involved the collection of quantitative and qualitative data from their districts, the development
of planning and implementation committees, and the implementation of changes to their
discipline policies and practices aimed at reducing the racial disproportionality of exclusionary
19

discipline (Minnesota Department of Human Rights, 2018). With these overlapping efforts,
districts and charter schools had the push of litigation and the pull of a community-developed
action plan to guide their work. In line with the Reimagine Minnesota strategy
recommendations, the following research highlights the challenges and potential remedies within
each recommendation.
Adult Perspectives and Behaviors
Implicit bias. One of the greatest challenges in applying a legal remedy to racial
discrimination in exclusionary discipline is rooted in the role of implicit bias. Researchers have
found that unconscious attitudes can lead to behaviors that run counter to conscious attitudes
(Nosek, Banaji & Greenwald, 2002). Put another way, people do not always have, “...conscious,
intentional control over the processes of social perception, impression formation, and judgment
that motivate their actions” (Greenwald & Krieger, 2006, p. 946). Since these attitudes are
unconscious and unintentional, it is not only difficult to identify implicit bias on a case-by-case
basis, but also difficult to assign moral responsibility or legal culpability to someone acting out
of implicit bias.
Studies of implicit bias over the past two decades have shown a consistent pattern related
to race. The Implicit Association Test (IAT) is a web-based assessment in which respondents
rapidly assign words and faces as positive and negative. Over an eighteen-month period,
600,000 tests were completed, and the results indicated a significant implicit bias towards White
over Black (Nosek, Banaji & Greenwald, 2002). Similarly, in a widely-cited Yale study,
researchers tracked implicit bias specific to race and student behavior. In this two-part study,
early childhood teachers were asked to watch for student misbehavior on a video of four students
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(one Black boy, one Black girl, one White boy, and one White girl) interacting in the classroom.
There was no actual misbehavior, but by tracking eye movement, researchers were able to
calculate that teachers gazed at the Black children in the video more than the White children.
When asked directly which student needed the most monitoring, 42% of teachers chose the
Black boy (Gilliam, Maupin, Reyes, Accavitti & Shic, 2016). Okonofua and Eberhardt (2015)
looked not only at bias in student discipline, but whether that bias grew over the course of the
school year. When given scenarios of students misbehaving, after the first instance there was
little discrepancy between White and Black students in terms of whether teachers thought they
were a “troublemaker”, and what type of disciplinary response they felt was appropriate. After
the second infraction, however, teachers ranked the behavior of the Black student as more
troubling and advocated for harsher punishment. In a second study, researchers looked at
whether teachers would advocate for suspensions based on two minor infractions. In this case,
teachers were more likely to recommend suspension for the Black students, in what is termed the
“Black-escalation effect” (Okonofua & Eberhardt, 2015, p. 622).
Researchers have also looked at trends in behavior referrals and exclusionary discipline
practices to identify patterns of implicit bias. Controlling for other factors, such as free and
reduced lunch status and special education status, researchers identified discrepancies in office
discipline referrals based specifically on race (Skiba et al., 2014), and specifically for subjective
behaviors (Girvan, Gion, McIntosh & Smolkowski, 2017). Honing in even further, researchers
have isolated skin tone as a variable to determine that implicit bias can also lead to colorism
(Hunter, 2016); studies that compared discipline referrals to the skin tone of African American
females indicated that female students with darker skin tones had higher rates of disciplinary
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referrals than female students with lighter skin (Blake, Keith, Luo, Le, & Salter 2017; Hannon,
Defina & Bruch, 2013).
Another trend of note related to implicit bias is the impact of stressors on decision
makers. Smolkowski, Girvan, McIntosh, Nese and Horner (2016) looked at the intersection of
overrepresentation of students of color in office behavior referrals and other factors such as time
of day and setting, and found that there were certain vulnerable decision points at which teachers
were more likely to over-refer students of color for subjective offenses. Implicit bias was
apparent at three particular points: in the classroom (as opposed to other areas), when
determining whether a behavior qualified as a major versus minor offense, and at the intersection
of race and gender (African American females versus White females). Researchers also looked
at time of day, and found that the first ninety minutes of the day were more likely to be a
vulnerable decision point, contrary to their prediction that the end of the day would be more
susceptible to bias due to fatigue on the part of the teacher.
The growing research on the role of implicit bias in decision making has led to initiatives
to identify and address bias. In a twelve-week intervention program, psychology students were
prompted to use intervention strategies including “stereotype replacement,” “counter-stereotype
imaging,” “individuation,” “perspective taking,” and “increasing opportunities for contact”
(Devine, Forscher, Austin & Cox, 2012, p. 7-8). Measured by the IAT, participants in the
intervention showed a reduction in implicit bias that held over the course of the intervention.
While not specific to teacher implicit bias, this study highlights the impact of three components
in addressing bias: awareness of bias, concern about the impact of bias, and intervention
strategies aimed at reducing implicit bias. Training programs specific to educators, such as My
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Teaching Partner (MTP), provide coaching to teachers to build better cross-cultural relationships
and reduce bias, in addition to supporting instruction and organization (Gregory, Allen, Mikami,
Hafen, & Pianta, 2014; Gregory et al., 2016). Preliminary results indicate that coaching not only
lowered office discipline referrals but also reduced the gap between office referrals for Black
students and White students. Researchers have identified implicit bias as a factor in racial
disproportionality in student discipline and advocate for “bias-free classrooms” (Gregory, Bell &
Pollock, 2014, p. 3) and anti-bias work in pre-service training, so that teachers enter the
profession better prepared to work with students of color (Bryan, 2017).
Cultural responsiveness. Another proposed method of interrupting implicit bias is to
increase the cultural competency and cultural responsiveness of teachers. Ladson-Billings
(1992) introduced the term culturally responsive pedagogy to describe a set of beliefs and
practices that are intended to shift the White-dominant norms of education towards norms that
are responsive to the cultures of the students in the classroom. Culturally responsive pedagogy
has three criteria: academic success, cultural competence, and critical consciousness (LadsonBillings, 1995). Ladson-Billings argues that it is not enough to improve the self-esteem of
students or merely broaden their cultural awareness; teachers must improve the academic
successes of the individual while also preparing students to challenge the status quo so that they
can improve opportunities for the collective.
Some researchers analyzing the racial gaps in exclusionary school discipline have
advocated for culturally responsive teaching as one of the means of closing that gap (Hammond,
2015; Martin, Sharp-Grier, & Smith, 2016; Martin & Smith, 2017). They argue that pre-service
teachers should be trained in cultural competency, including the intersectionality of race and
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gender, as Black females in particular are frequently overlooked in this work. To date there has
not been much research on the effectiveness of Culturally Responsive Teaching on reducing the
racial disproportionality in student discipline, but emerging work on the topic has indicated that
there is a correlation between Culturally Responsive Teaching practices and positive student
behavior (Larson, Pas, Bradshaw, Rosenberg & Day-Vines, 2018). More research needs to be
done to determine the extent to which Culturally Responsive Teaching impacts the Black/White
discipline gap.
Growth-oriented vs. punitive mindset. Despite ample evidence that punitive practices
do not positively impact behavior (American Academy of Pediatrics Counsel on School Health,
2013; American Psychological Association Zero Tolerance Task Force, 2008; Massar, McIntosh,
& Eliason), and in many cases harm school climate (American Psychological Association Zero
Tolerance Task Force, 2008, Bottiani, Bradshaw & Mendelson, 2017), many schools continue to
employ punitive practices. The International Institute for Restorative Practices defines punitive
practices as having high control and low support (Wachtel, 2016). The other quadrants of the
control versus support matrix include neglectful (low control and low support), permissive (low
control and high support), and restorative (high control and high support). In addition to
interventions detailed in subsequent sections, a growing body of research has begun to look
specifically at teacher mindset and its impact on the discipline gap. In one such study, teachers
who participated in a short, online training about having an empathic rather than punitive
mindset towards discipline resulted in a fifty-percent reduction in suspensions at the middle
school level (Okonofua, Paunesku & Walton, 2016).
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Discipline Policies and Practices
Data collection and analysis. Just as macro studies have utilized behavior data to
identify overrepresentation based on race, schools and districts have also been encouraged to
collect and internally analyze student behavior data to identify trends and disparities (Losen,
2011; Skiba, 2014; Vincent, Sprague, ChiXapkaid, Tobin & Gao, 2015). The National Center
for Educational Evaluation and Regional Assistance at the U.S. Department of Education has
developed a guide that lays out how schools can identify any disproportionality in discipline
data, with explicit direction on how to analyze the rate, relative rate ratio, composition index, and
relative difference in composition (Nishioka, 2017). Part two of the guide details how to use the
‘plan, do, study, act’ cycle to improve school outcomes. The ultimate goal of this process is to
align initiatives with the school context, monitor change over time, and evaluate and improve
strategies. This is just one example of a process that could be used to collect and analyze
behavior data, and to date there have not been studies explicitly linked with this guide that have
shown an impact on racial disproportionality in student discipline.
Subjective language. In order to enter data consistently, common descriptors are used,
such as physical aggression, defiance, and insubordination. Some of these behavior labels have
been found to be more subjective than others; for example, defiance by a student in the dominant
culture might be seen as less disruptive than defiance by a student in a non-dominant culture, and
the distinction between a fight and physical aggression could vary by observer. In one study that
looked at office discipline referrals (ODRs) from the 2011-2012 school year, researchers found
at the middle school level that ODRs for subjective behaviors such as defiance were attributable
to three times the variance in disproportionality relative to objective ODRs (Girvan, Gion,
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McIntosh & Smolkowski, 2017). In high school, subjective behaviors accounted for one and a
half times as much of the disproportionality. One could argue that this disparity is the result of
different behavior patterns, not subjectivity on the part of the adults. In order to control for this
possibility, researchers used TOCA-C (Teacher Observation of Classroom Adaptation–
Checklist) behavior rating data, which demonstrated that Black students were more likely to be
referred for similar offences than their White peers. “...these findings suggest that if two
students— one Black and one White— had identical ratings on the TOCA-C and all other
measures in the study, the Black student had a 24%– 80% increase in the odds of receiving an
ODR (depending on the type of ODR) compared to his/her White counterpart” (Bradshaw,
Mitchell, O’Brennan, & Leaf, 2010, p. 514). This subjectivity intersects with implicit bias, as
preconceived notions lead to harsher or longer consequences for Black students in particular
(Losen & Whitaker, 2017; Skiba et al., 2011; Sullivan, Klingbeil & Van Nortnan, 2013; U.S.
Commission on Civil Rights, 2019). One study looked at the perceptions of White, female
college students on the ages and culpability of Black children compared to White children (Goff,
Jackson, Di Leone, Culotta & DiTomasso, 2014). They identified that respondents overestimated the age of Black offenders by 4.53 years, and believed Black offenders were more
culpable for their crimes. While more directed at the criminal justice system, this research has
implications for how students are viewed by White educators in the school system. This
supports Racial Threat Theory, as Black students are viewed as older and more responsible for
their behavior, which in turn leads to harsher punishments than the punishments for their White
peers (Triplett, Allen & Lewis, 2014).
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School Wide Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports. School Wide Positive
Behavioral Interventions and Supports (SWPBIS) is a program that is used in more than 16,000
schools in the United States, and it has gained widespread recognition as a means by which
schools can reduce major and minor office referrals (Bradshaw, Waasdorp, & Leaf, 2012; Lee &
Gage, 2020; Massar, McIntosh & Nese, 2015). Bradshaw, Waasdorp, and Leaf (2012)
conducted a four-year study of schools that implemented the universal elements of SWPBIS,
such as common expectations and explicitly taught protocols for behavior. Results indicated a
33% reduction in office discipline referrals (ODRs) compared to schools that have not
implemented SWPBIS. In addition, teacher reported data indicated an increase in prosocial
behaviors and emotional regulation, in addition to a reduction in behavior concerns and
concentration problems. This particular study did not find a significant effect of SWPBIS on
exclusionary discipline.
While SWPBIS has been shown to reduce office discipline referrals (ODRs) for students
in general, studies have indicated that SWPBIS alone does not reduce the discipline gap between
White students and students of color (Vincent, Sprague, ChiXapkaid, Tobin & Gao, 2015).
Researchers have begun to look at elements of SWPBIS to determine whether modifications to
those elements could reduce the racial disproportionate outcomes. One of the main interventions
used in SWPBIS, Check In, Check Out (CICO), has shown potential to reduce ODRs,
particularly when implemented early in the year and for the right students. As it stands, CICO
does not by itself reduce racial disproportionality (Vincent, Tobin, Hawken, & Frank, 2012).
Bal (2016) looked at another component of SWPBIS—the planning team. In a case study, the
Learning Lab model was found to be more culturally responsive, as the planning team included
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teachers and community members of color, and utilized processes of questioning, analyzing,
modeling, examining, planning for implementation, and reflecting to change discipline policies
and practices in a way that intentionally drew from the multiple perspectives in the room. More
research will be done on the results of this model. Additional recommendations for enhancing
SWPBIS to address the racial discipline gap include increasing educators’ cultural awareness,
disaggregating and analyzing discipline data based on race, utilizing multiple sources of data
including student perspective, revising codes of conduct to remove the option of punitive
responses, and building relationships with students and families (Vincent, Sprague, ChiXapkaid,
Tobin & Gao, 2015)
Restorative practices. Rooted in building relationships and repairing harm, Restorative
Practices aligns with Choice Theory, in that individual behavior is seen as a function of needs for
belonging, power, freedom, and fun (Glasser, 1997), making it a logical antidote to punitive
zero-tolerance policies. Restorative Practices (RP), developed for education settings and based
on Restorative Justice, has gained popularity as a means of addressing disproportionality in
student discipline, but research has not yet kept pace with its expansion (Zakszeski &
Rutherford, 2021). Initial reviews of schools implementing Restorative Practices show
promising yet mixed results. A five-year study of middle schools in Maine highlighted the
benefits of Restorative Practices in improving school culture and peer relationships but did not
analyze impacts on discipline, and 95% of the students involved in the study were White (Acosta
et al., 2016; Chinman, Ebener, Malone, Phillips & Wilks, 2019). A large-scale study of Pittsburg
Public Schools did isolate the impact of Restorative Practices on both exclusionary discipline
practices and race and found that overall, implementation of RP reduced both suspensions and
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the racial disproportionality in suspensions (Augustine et al., 2018). While these results were
promising, the results of the study were mixed, as students in grades 6-8 saw worse academic
outcomes when Restorative Practices were implemented, and the suspension rate did not
decrease for middle school students, students with IEPs, or male students.
One of the shortcomings of these studies was the variability of implementation and
training provided for teachers. Anne Gregory has led several studies on the effectiveness of
Restorative Practices, and has noted the importance of implementation and training. In one study
that included student voice, researchers found a correlation between greater levels of
implementation of Restorative Practices and students reporting that they felt more respected by
their teachers (Gregory, Clawson, Davis & Gerewitz, 2016). This study also showed a
correlation between greater levels of implementation and an overall reduction in teacher use of
exclusionary discipline.
Similar to SWPBIS, however, Restorative Practices alone may reduce exclusionary
discipline practices but not reduce the racial discipline gap. In another study, Gregory and her
team found that in schools in Denver that implemented Restorative Practices, out-of-school
suspensions decreased for all students, but there was only a marginal impact on the discipline
gap between Black and White students (Gregory, Huang, Anyon, Greer & Downing, 2018).
Gregory and Evans (2020) acknowledge the mixed results of these initial studies and have
proposed a set of recommendations. They advocate for a strategic implementation for
Restorative Practices that has an equity focus, a plan for sustainability, consideration for the
needs of the site, and inclusion of all of the elements of RP instead of a singular focus on
repairing harm.
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Another area of growing research has been how Restorative Practices aligns with other
practices to address discipline gaps. One ethnographic case study examined the effects using the
participatory culture-specific intervention model (PBSIM) and multicultural consultee-centered
consultation (MCCC) to implement Restorative Practices at a racially and linguistically diverse
elementary school in San Diego. After three years of implementation, office behavior referrals
decreased from 133 to 20, and parent beliefs in their child’s ability to graduate increased
(Ingraham et al., 2016). More research needs to be done in this area to determine which
interventions work together to both reduce exclusionary discipline overall and close the
discipline gap.
Building Relationships
While suspensions have been shown to detract from a school’s culture and sense of
community (Bottiani, Bradshaw& Mendelson, 2017; Pufall et al., 2018), intentional efforts to
build community have been shown to decrease exclusionary discipline. One strategy that
researchers developed as a means of reducing discipline disparities and increasing students’
sense of community and connectedness was the Greet-Stop-Prompt (GSP) strategy (Cook et al.,
2018). Teachers were trained to engage in proactive strategies (Greet), pause to self-regulate and
consider their bias (Stop) and respond to misbehavior progressively and appropriately (Prompt).
Researchers found that not only did the strategy reduce discipline disparities, Black students also
reported that they felt a greater sense of connectedness and belonging at school.
In addition, building authentic relationships between teachers and students is often cited
as a precursor to a healthy school environment and better outcomes for students of color (DelaleO’Connor, Alvarez, Murray, & Milner, 2017; DeMatthews, 2016; Gregory, Bell & Pollock,
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2014). In their 2016 study on the relationship between racial disproportionality in exclusionary
discipline and students’ feelings of connectedness to school, Anyon, Zhang and Hazel noted,
“…policies and practices which aim to improve racial equity in education need to attend to
relational dynamics in schools and develop school staff member’s skills in connecting with youth
of color” (p. 350). In a case study examining the experiences of Black females who were
labeled as ‘troublemakers’, participants noted a lack of relationship with their teachers, alongside
evidence of teacher bias and a hostile school environment, that led students to self-advocate,
which was then interpreted as defiance (Murphy, Acosta & Kennedy-Lewis, 2013). Research
related to relationships between teachers and students is also embedded in interventions such as
Restorative Practices, which include a relationship and school climate component.
Social Emotional Learning
Social Emotional Learning (SEL) is another promising intervention that can potentially
decrease the discipline gap, while also improving school climate and peer relationships (Skiba,
2014). The My Teaching Partner Intervention referenced previously that was primarily targeted
at providing coaching for teachers related to bias, also resulted in teachers increased ability to
respond to the social emotional needs of students, which in turn directly correlated to a reduction
in the racial discipline gap (Gregory et al., 2016). Similar to other interventions, in order to
effectively target the discipline gap, SEL must be implemented with a race-conscious approach,
considering the importance of power, privilege and culture (Gregory & Fergus, 2017). In
addition, Gregory and Fergus noted that SEL for students will not be effective if there is not also
SEL for teachers.

31

Hiring Teachers of Color
An initial study connecting the race of teachers to exclusionary discipline practices
showed that Black teachers made fewer minor discipline referrals overall, but assigned more
major discipline referrals for Black boys than White teachers (Bradshaw, Mitchell, O’Brennan &
Leaf, 2010). Later research took into account a pattern that Black students who were more
frequently disciplined were subsequently assigned to Black teachers’ classrooms in the following
year. When researchers controlled for that instance, they observed that having Black teachers
reduced exclusionary discipline for Black students across grades, gender, and income level,
especially in the subjective category of defiance (Lindsay & Hart, 2017). This pattern held true
over time, and in a longitudinal study that tracked students from kindergarten through eighth
grade, Black students who had Black teachers during their K-8 education were less likely to
experience exclusionary discipline during that time (Wright, 2016). That same study showed
that having a Black teacher cut the racial discipline gap related to externalizing behaviors by
50%.
Conclusion
The research on racial disproportionality in student discipline is robust, and emerging
research on possible interventions shows promise, particularly when implemented through a
race-conscious lens. Other important considerations for effective implementation include
training for staff, simultaneous and strategic implementation of multiple interventions, and
attention to adult mindset. Future research is needed to identify the extent to which these factors
impact the racial discipline gap across various settings.
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Chapter III: Methodology
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to document the process used by one district to identify and
implement interventions to address racial disproportionality in student discipline. In addition,
this case study captured perspectives of individuals involved in the planning and implementation
process, as well as those who were not involved in the process.
Theoretical Framework
Because the racial disproportionality in student discipline has been attributed to race as a
causal factor (Anderson & Ritter, 2017; Noltemeyer & Mcloughlin, 2010; Skiba et al., 2014;
Skiba et al., 2011; Smolkowski, Girvan, McIntosh, Nese & Horner, 2016), Critical Race Theory
provided the theoretical basis for this study. Critical Race Theory (CRT) challenges the systems
and structures that uphold and normalize racism as a result of interest convergence, selective
history, and absent narratives (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Taylor, Gillborn & LadsonBillings, 2009). As Leonardo (2013) argued, research on race in education remains centered on
White norms of what constitutes truth. Utilizing a CRT approach requires a shift in perspective
and methodology to accurately analyze race-based disproportionality. In the context of this
study, that shift involved intentionality in sample selection and in the norms of the interview and
focus group process in order to allow for the perspectives of people of color to be a central focus.
Embedding counter story-telling in the research design was intended to raise up absent
narratives, particularly by including the voices of students of color.
Interest convergence, an element of Critical Race Theory, was also applicable in this
case. Interest convergence is the assertion that progress towards equity occurs when the interests
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of both dominant and vulnerable populations are being met (Bell, 1980). For example, Bell
(1980) argues that the landmark case Brown v. Board of Education was only possible because it
served the interests of Whites: at the time America was facing international pressure for touting
democracy abroad and yet segregating at home, particularly as African American soldiers were
returning from war and facing continued oppression, and there were increasing financial benefits
to integration as the economy continued to shift towards industrialization. In this study, interest
convergence was considered, since the ultimate goal of interventions was to meet the needs of
students of color, but those interventions likely impact students of all racial backgrounds. In
addition, legal action in the form of the Cruz-Guzman lawsuit and the MDHR complaint had
potential implications for districts that would have in turn impacted students and families.
Interest convergence, or lack thereof, may have thus impacted the effectiveness of
implementation.
Newer research has also begun to link CRT, particularly the concept of institutional
racism, to racial disproportionality in student discipline. Annamma, Morrison, and Jackson
(2014) conducted a case study with legal, historical analysis and noted that in Colorado the
discipline codes were established at the same time as the state desegregated. This understanding
of racial disproportionality in student discipline as a result of institutional racism, rather than the
result of individual student behaviors, aligns with the findings of the literature review and was
considered in this study.
Research Design
This study utilized a qualitative, vertical case study of one midwestern, suburban school
district as it progressed through the development and implementation of a plan to reduce
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disproportionality in student discipline. This case study included semi-structured participant
interviews and focus groups, observations of meetings, and policy document collection. In order
for this study to be as comprehensive as possible in presenting the experience of one district,
interviews, focus groups, and policy document collection occurred at multiple levels, including
district-level leadership, school-level leadership, and students.
Research Questions
The following research questions were used to guide the research study:
RQ1. What process did the school district engage in to address racial disproportionality in
student discipline?
RQ2. What are the perceptions of implementation team members of school district efforts to
address racial disproportionality in student discipline?
RQ3. What are the perceptions of school district efforts to address racial disproportionality in
student discipline of staff and students who were not implementation team members?
Protocols
Policy Document Collection. Policy Document collection included plans that were
created in collaboration with the school board and the Minnesota Department of Human Rights
(MDHR) and published on the MDHR website, agendas and minutes from the planning and
implementation committees, and any communication from the planning and implementation
committee to the broader district community. As the implementation process evolved, the
collection of policy documents included any documents related to the plan or process of
implementation.
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Meeting Observations. Implementation team meetings were observed through a
participant-observer method. Meeting participants consented to observation via email.
Semi-structured Interviews. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with two
board members, seven of the ten members of the implementation team, two faculty members
who were not part of the implementation team, and one student. Due to technical difficulties,
four of the interviews were not viable, resulting in a total of eight interviews. Appendix A lists
the interview questions for each type of participant. The interviews were semi-structured to
allow for follow up questions and to allow for the process to evolve alongside the development
of the plan.
Focus Groups. Focus groups were conducted among peer groups to ensure there was
not a leadership differential. Two focus groups were conducted: one with students at the high
school level, and one with students at the middle school level. Each focus group consisted of
two students, for a total of four participants.
Sampling Design
A purposive sample of participants included seven of the ten district implementation team
members, as well as two board members, two staff who were not part of the implementation
process, and five students. A field test was conducted with an expert in the field who was not a
participant in the study. Each participant was invited to participate in the interview process
through an invitation email (See Appendix B).
Data Collection Procedures
Participants were interviewed at a time and place convenient to them, and the majority
occurred at the district office or at their school. Interviews lasted approximately thirty to forty36

five minutes. Focus groups were conducted in a similar manner. The student focus groups
occurred at the students’ school, during times arranged by the students’ teachers. Focus groups
also lasted approximately thirty to forty-five minutes. A voice to text recording application on
the interviewer’s phone was used to record each interview. Transcriptions were checked against
the voice recording for accuracy. Once transcriptions were complete, audio recordings were
deleted.
Data Analysis
After transcriptions were checked for accuracy, each transcript was uploaded into
MaxQDA and coded to identify common themes. Themes included reference to specific
interventions or programs, such as Restorative Practices, or were related to themes of
implementation such as the effectiveness of the MDHR process. Themes were compared
between each type of interview, and compared to policy documents to determine what, if any,
alignment occurred between each.
Limitations and Assumptions
This study explored the experiences of individuals in one school district. While their
experiences provided insight into the effectiveness and challenges of their implementation
process, it is limited to their particular context. Responses may have been limited as participants
may not have felt comfortable disclosing perceptions of bias or racism to a White researcher.
Another limitation was the number of participants included in the study. This study was
intentionally vertical in nature in order to consider multiple perspectives, which in turn limited
the number of participants at each level. In addition, this study was short term and does not
detail the long-term impacts of implementation. Due to time constraints, the primary focus was
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the initial plan development and implementation, and this study does not measure whether the
plan was effective or sustained. Lastly, this study did not explore variables in isolation, so it
does not provide any data on any specific program or element of the implementation process.
More research needs to be done to determine common, long-term successes and challenges that
may have existed in efforts to reduce racial disproportionality in student discipline.
Ethical Considerations
This research study had several important ethical considerations. Prior to Institutional
Review Board (IRB) review, the researcher obtained necessary permissions from the
participating district. After IRB review, all participants were provided an invitation to
participate in the study (see Appendices C-E), which outlined confidentiality, risk, and consent.
Confidentiality. No identifying information was included in the dissertation, including
names of participants. No direct quotations were taken from any published documentation to
ensure that the participants are not identifiable. Interview and focus group participants were
assigned a pseudonym. Relevant demographic data such as age range and racial background are
included in the dissertation, only to the extent that confidentiality is maintained.
Risk. This study involved sensitive topics including race, racism, and implicit bias.
There was potential for participants to experience discomfort discussing these topics. In
particular, participants who have experienced racism may have experienced discomfort in
recalling and sharing those experiences. Participants who identify as White may have
experienced discomfort in discussing implicit biases and racist policies. The researcher
disclosed potential risks in the initial invitation and consent documents. At the beginning of each
interview/focus group, the researcher again informed participants of the potential risk. The
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researcher attempted to mitigate these potential risks by asking open ended questions that
allowed participants to disclose information that they were willing to share. Participants were
informed of their ability to end their participation in the study at any time.
Consent. Informed consent was obtained from each participant prior to their
participation in the study. Language translations were provided as necessary.
Student Interview and Focus Group. The student interview and focus group required
parental consent, as well as careful attention to the power differential between the researcher and
participants. Students were identified by their instructors based on their participation in certain
classes and programs that lent themselves to focus group participation. Identified students were
invited to participate in the study through a letter of invitation (see Appendix B). Students who
consented to participate in the study and obtained parental consent were invited to a focus group
during their regular class time. Students were provided a verbal and written notice of
confidentiality, statement of risk, and option to opt out of the study at any time.
Researcher Bias. The researcher was intentional throughout the study to identify and
disclose any influence of researcher bias. Since the researcher is a White female, peers and
advisors of different races and genders provided ongoing feedback to challenge researcher bias
and mitigate its impact.
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Chapter IV: Results
The purpose of this study was to explore the experience of one district that sought to
address discipline disproportionality through the lens of participants on the stakeholder and
implementation committees. This study focused on the process of developing and implementing
a plan to reduce racial disproportionality in student discipline, and included analysis of
stakeholder perceptions of the effectiveness or ineffectiveness of that process. The study took
place over the course of the 2018-2019, 2019-2020, 2020-2021, and 2021-2022 school years.
Interviews were conducted between December of 2021 and July of 2022. While not part of the
initial research design, the effects of events that transpired during this time, namely the global
COVID-19 pandemic and the nearby murder of George Floyd, have been included in the
analysis.
Document Analysis
The initial plan submitted by the school district to the Minnesota Department of Human
Rights, the district Planning Team Agendas, and documents submitted by planning team
members to support the development of a discipline framework were collected by the researcher
and included in the coding process.
Participant Description
Seven adults completed individual interviews at a location of their choosing. Two
student focus groups were conducted, one at the high school and one at the middle school level.
Two students participated in each of the focus groups. One additional middle school student
participated in an individual interview, for a total of five student participants. Of the participants
in this study, seven were Black/African American, two were Bi-Racial, and two were White.
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Seven participants were female and five were male. Adult participants who were also part of the
planning team to address racial disproportionality in the school district in response to the
Minnesota Department of Human Rights complaint are denoted in the table below:
Table 3: Participant Roles
Pseudonym
Betsy
Charlotte
Elijah
Farrah
Henry
Jerome
Kyle
Lucy
Makayla
Nasra
Oscar
Patience

Role
Building Administrator
District Administrator
District Administrator
District Administrator
Building Administrator
Teacher on Special Assignment
District Administrator
Student
Student
Student
Student
Student

Planning Team Members
X
X
X
X
X

Note: One district administrator was not a formal member of the planning team, but their
responses have been included in the planning team results since they were closely involved with
the team throughout the process.

Research Question One: What process did the school district engage in to address racial
disproportionality in student discipline?
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Theme 1: The Initial Plan
After the school district received the letter from the Minnesota Department of Human
Rights (MDHR) in the fall of 2017, district leadership submitted an initial plan to MDHR on
March 15, 2018. That document identified the purpose of the plan as
…ensur[ing] that our student behavior management practices promote effective learning
for all students in an environment that supports research-based interventions and a focus
on social and emotional support. We are committed to engaging in adult practices that
reduce if not eliminate disproportionality.
In addition, the document listed three elements that would be part of the plan for the district:
-

Data

-

Roles and Responsibilities for Student Behavior Management and Oversight

-

Community and Stakeholder Engagement in the creation, review, and assessment of
student behavior management policies and processes.

The district listed the following steps for building a new behavior system: “1. Mission Crafting,
2. Present Practice, 3. System Construction, 4. Education, 5. Support Systems, 6. Assessment.”
These steps were intended to guide the planning team through a process that involved the
development of a mission, analysis of what was currently in place in the district, the
development of a new system of behavior management, training for district staff and community
members, support for the new system, and a way of evaluating its effectiveness. The plan also
included the development of an Oversight Committee that would monitor progress toward the
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goal of reducing racial disproportionality in student discipline. Reflecting on this initial process,
Kyle, a planning team member, noted:
[It was] multi-faceted. We put together a team, looked at the data, and as we looked at
the data, it was something that … we were already working on…so it was just more of
the operationalizing of that. I mean, it was putting it into the form that the department
wanted, and has been work that has been ongoing. So, when we worked with them, we
started to really put together the plan in a way that was comprehensive here in [our
district].
Kyle went on to add that each of the sites already had a goal in place for reducing racial
disproportionality in student discipline.
Following submission of that plan, district leadership elicited membership for the
planning team. The team consisted of eight members: four district leaders, three building
administrators, and one data specialist. Only one interview participant spoke to their selection
for the committee:
I remember that it came forward to the principal group, so I don't know how other people
that weren’t principals were selected. It was brought forward to the principal group as
this complaint, or censure, or whatever it was that generated the need for the committee,
had been received, and that principal representation was needed, and I want to say it was
volunteer. I don't think that I was specifically asked. I think I just volunteered to be part
of it.
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Theme 2: Planning Team Meetings
The following fall, starting on August 29, 2018, the planning team began to meet to
develop a framework for the district that would address racial disproportionality in student
discipline. According to the agendas shared with the team via Google Docs, the group met seven
times between August of 2018 and February of 2019. These agendas show that participants
examined their own beliefs about behavior, examined district and site level discipline data,
shared examples of behavior systems currently in place, participated in a book study of Shifting
Gears: Recalibrating schoolwide discipline and student support, and one participant visited a
school in another district. By the time the participants were interviewed for this study in 20212022, most stated that they did not have a clear recollection of these initial meetings. All four of
the planning team participants interviewed recalled that the group looked at student discipline
data, but only one participant referenced the book study. As Elijah noted, “…I am drawing a
blank. [I know that] we convened groups from the [middle school] and high school, and we had
to go through mounds of documentation from various buildings.” None of the participants
explicitly mentioned the sharing of examples of behavior systems, but Kyle noted that the group
did look at what was already working within the system: “It was, I would say, a deeper dive into
looking at, are there some things that really have been working that we just weren't aware of, and
if so, … what would those be?”
One agenda item from the planning team meetings, Restorative Culture, appeared
seventeen times on the agendas and minutes, and was referenced by nearly all participants, but
was not referenced by participants in the context of the initial planning meetings. At the time of
the planning meetings, at least two sites had begun implementation of Restorative Practices
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independent of the district’s response to the MDHR complaint. One agenda listed the following
questions for the planning team to consider: “What can we learn from the work taking place at
[one of the sites that has already implemented Restorative Practices]? How might this shape the
work at the other sites? What might be our next steps regarding a restorative culture in [our
district]?” Three years later, at the time interviews were conducted, all sites had engaged in at
least some work towards building a Restorative Culture, and the district had named Restorative
Culture as one of its top priorities. When participants named Restorative Culture or Restorative
Practices in the interviews, it was in the context of what was already in place or what was
developed later, and there was no direct link made between the Restorative Culture framework
and the planning team meetings.
While these meetings were intended to continue throughout the planning process until the
implementation and oversight teams were formed and continued the work, a new Commissioner
of the Department of Human Rights was sworn in on January 3, 2019. The planning team had
only one meeting after the new Commissioner took over. Betsy stated in her interview, “We just
kind of quit meeting and I'm not sure what became of the work that we did… I feel like it just
fizzled out.”
MDHR quarterly sessions.
At the same time that the group was meeting, MDHR hosted quarterly training sessions.
These sessions were referenced by Charlotte and Farrah. Charlotte recalled:
I remember attending one where this attorney- she was a child advocacy attorney from
one of the southern states, I can't remember. And she presented some really phenomenal
school to prison pipeline research...She gave many, many examples of restorative
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practice, how punitive practices harm students and how Restorative Practices could
support students and their development and their ability to take on new behaviors.
Charlotte went on to say that she was not sure how many participants were able to attend the
sessions. Of the sessions she was able to attend, she remembers a few of the planning team
members attending. She stated:
It was not the most cohesive kind of effort. I mean it's like you're putting on these things
and sometimes you already know the information, right? And then also it's during the
day…it was really hard to go to something leaving what you know you have to get done,
and you're not sure if there's going to be a value add.
While attendance varied at the MDHR meetings, Farrah recalled that the meetings that
staff were able to attend were a valuable next step as the team was looking at district discipline
data.
The first few months were just gathering data, like how do we record data at each site,
what goes into the process, is there a form used, is there a team, how do we make
decisions, how do we collect the data...So that kind of started the conversation, and we
noticed some holes in that. And then some of us attended some of the state trainings that
they had around that, around here’s ways to do different. First, they laid the groundwork
of, ‘here’s why this is important’ and [then shared], ‘here’s some ways to do things
different’…
Just as the planning team meetings ended in early 2019, attendance at the MDHR quarterly
meetings also diminished. The final MDHR report stated that these quarterly sessions continued
for at least two of the three years of the settlement agreement:
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During the first year, MDHR and MDE focused on providing education and training…
By the second year, MDHR and MDE shifted the approach and purpose of the meetings
to focus on building learning environments where the school leaders were better
supported in collaborative problem solving. (Minnesota Department of Human Rights,
2021, p. 9)
The second year of the settlement agreement, 2019-2020, coincided with the rise of the COVID19 pandemic in Minnesota and the shift to distance learning in March of 2020.
Theme 3: Personal Beliefs
Initial meeting agendas show that participants first grounded themselves in their personal
beliefs about student discipline. One agenda listed the question, “Why is it that we discipline in
schools?” While those initial reflections were not part of this study, participants later shared
their personal beliefs about student discipline during the 2021-2022 interviews. Three of the
planning team members drew upon past experiences in other environments or positions where
they had a realization that punitive practices were not effective and not enforced equitably
among students. Betsy talked about working in a neighboring district with people who had a
background in Restorative Practices. Discussing her change in mindset, she said:
I think it was this combination of working where I was working, with the people that I
was working with, the students with whom I was working, and just sort of all of that
swirling together leading to me thinking differently.
Betsy shared that she was already engaged in the work of reducing racial disproportionality in
student discipline in the district prior to the MDHR complaint, and she has a personal goal that
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“student populations be proportionately represented, in all facets, not just in disciplinary
response.”
Charlotte also described her change in mindset while working in different positions. She
began as a teacher who followed the traditional, systemic practice of referring students to the
office, but soon came to challenge these practices when she became an administrator.
I just started questioning like, huh, when students fight we actually charge them with
disorderly conduct? Like, what happens? They have to go to court; their parents have to
pay a fee? Like why are we doing this, right? Or I would start questioning: Suspend a kid
for three days, fight again, then for five, fight again, now you're out of here. Clearly the
first suspensions didn't even work so why are we, you know, so I started questioning, I
just didn't have any training.
Charlotte began to explore Restorative Practices and started to try different approaches to
discipline. By the time she joined the district, she said she was “coming informed enough to
know better, but not informed enough to say, ‘OK here's exactly what we're gonna do.’”
Farrah emphasized the role of relationships and Multi-Tiered Systems of Support
(MTSS) in her beliefs about student discipline. She has drawn upon years of work as a teacher
and administrator that have led her to her commitment to “making sure we're looking at things in
a restorative manner, and that if there are consequences for behavior, that they’re natural
consequences.” In addition to reducing racial disproportionality in student discipline, Farrah also
has a goal of reducing the overrepresentation of students of color in various support programs.
Theme 4: Analysis of Data
Racial disproportionality in student discipline was identified by MDHR through data that
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is submitted annually by school districts to the state. In order to comply with the settlement
agreement, districts needed to analyze and report their discipline data, disaggregated by race and
whether or not students received special education services (Minnesota Department of Human
Rights, 2021). Data was the first objective listed in the district’s MDHR plan, and was
referenced in both planning documents and participant interviews. According to the initial
MDHR plan submitted by the district, leadership utilized data dashboards created in their Student
Information System to disaggregate and display discipline data at the district and school levels.
The district shared semi-annual reports from these dashboards with the planning team. As
Charlotte recalled:
…they had done a data analysis…they had pulled discipline data from all of the schools
from infinite campus and they had analyzed it and they had put together this huge three
ring binder that answered all of the questions and provided all of the data points that were
requested and disaggregated the data according to race and gender and grade and school
and everything like that.
In addition, the district MDHR plan showed that district leadership was working to develop a
process for qualitative data analysis. While not specifically labeled as part of this qualitative
data analysis process, items were presented at the planning meetings to indicate present practice.
In one document, planning team members developed a qualitative analysis table with answers to
the following questions: “What do we already have? Where are we NOT aligned horizontally?
What would we want it to be? What do we need to get there?”
One area this qualitative analysis highlighted was the need for greater consistency in data
collection among sites. Under the question, “Where are we NOT aligned horizontally?”, team
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members noted that “some [sites] enter Tier I [minor] Behaviors and some do not.” Elijah noted
that, “we did not have a uniform system by which we could look back on suspensions and the
means by which students were disciplined.” Farrah reflected on the planning team’s work
towards cross-district alignment:
…the first few months were just gathering data, like how do we record data at each site,
what goes into the process, is there a form used, is there a team, how do we make
decisions, how do we collect the data?
Team members identified a goal of “entering data and reviewing data to inform decision
making”, and stated that they would get there through analyzing trend data.
Unfortunately, the COVID-19 pandemic disrupted the collection of trend data, making it
impossible to use quantitative data to determine whether the plans established during the 20182019 school year had any impact on disproportionality in discipline data in the following two
years. At the time the planning team was meeting in the 2018-2019 school year, the district data
submitted to MDHR for the semiannual reviews continued to show racial disproportionality in
student discipline. Since that time, there are no public records of the district’s specific discipline
data, and Kyle noted, “I would say [the planning team] didn't do the collection of data…in any
benchmarked capacity, because it was so different than what we previously were working on in
that 18-19 school year.”
Anecdotal evidence provided by Charlotte, Kyle, and Elijah suggests that suspensions
were drastically reduced during the spring of 2020 and the 2020-2021 school year when many
students were in distance learning, and then suspensions spiked in the fall of 2021 when students
returned to school. As Jerome noted, the district experience mirrored what happened at the state
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level and nationally. The school district is still required to submit discipline data to the state
each year, but as Kyle pointed out, there are challenges in comparing data from the 21-22 school
year with pre-COVID data. He wondered:
…how do you put that into context returning back from a post-COVID piece? I don't
even know if you can compare that. …how do you control for a pandemic? How do you
control for all of the systemic racism that has been really at the front and center of our
community discourse and dialogue and dismantling that work?
In terms of racial disproportionality, again there is no quantitative data available publicly at this
point at the district level, but Charlotte speculated that the combination of COVID-19 and
societal stressors has and will continue to exacerbate racial disproportionality:
COVID has kind of shown a spotlight on the inequities that have existed in our system.
And if we were to look at the data right now around which students are presenting
challenging behaviors, which students are presenting manifestations of maybe being
detrimentally impacted by COVID, or having this pandemic be another example of
trauma in their lives, or you know, fighting at school, being dysregulated, then it's
disproportionately students of color. So now we are disproportionately suspending
students of color, and sometimes we call it a suspension, sometimes we don't.
Charlotte went on to suggest that data analysis has become difficult, not only because of the
pandemic and the disruption of trend data, but also because our data collection systems are
aligned to a traditional discipline system and do not account for a restorative culture framework.
When speaking of these types of changes, she commented, “My gosh, you’d think these could be
easy things to do and unfortunately it’s not because our system is so set in its patterns.”
51

Theme 5: Role of the Minnesota Department of Human Rights/Outcomes
The planning team members and district administrators had varying perceptions on the
role of the Minnesota Department of Human Rights in prompting district efforts to address racial
disproportionality in student discipline. Betsy, Kyle, Farrah, and Charlotte agreed that the work
fizzled out after the new commissioner came into office in January 2019. Betsy and Kyle spoke
to the work that was in place before the MDHR intervention, and felt that these interventions
would have happened regardless of the settlement agreement, at least at specific sites. Betsy
noted that before and during the settlement agreement process, there was not a broad level of
coherence across the district, and that this was not solved by the MDHR intervention. She said,
“The district as a whole is a constellation of sites. But any site is its people, and those people
aren’t all in the same place even if they have traveled on the same path for a while.”
Farrah and Elijah felt that the compliance required by the settlement agreements did
prompt the district to take a closer look at its practices. Farrah, in speaking generally about legal
intervention in schools, said,
I think sometimes people know the practices that they're doing and sometimes I really
believe people just don't know because they're not looking deeply into systems that have
been entrenched for so long, and so obviously when it's kind of those, whether it's OCR,
office of civil rights, or you know the state being involved, you don't have a choice. You
have to comply.
She also spoke specifically to MDHR’s work in the district and added that, “…even though that
original plan may have fizzled from MDHR, we still are involved in the work because we know
it's best for kids.” Elijah also spoke specifically to MDHR’s intervention and noted,
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I think many of us viewed it as not a punitive action from the department but one to make
us look back and grow from it. Which I think we certainly did, but it was a lot of…but at
first it was a lot of trepidation from it. I think it really propelled us to a different place,
where we are today.
In Kyle’s view, the MDHR intervention did not initiate action by the district to address racial
disproportionality in student discipline, but it may have “elevated” the efforts already underway.
He argued that, “Where [district organizing efforts] have evolved over time is toward a more
Restorative Practices space and re-designing the whole system itself. I think the MDHR work
was tweaking.” He then conceded that the MDHR work may have given districts “permission” to
make more substantial changes. “…maybe one thing that the MDHR work did, was give some
permission to say, maybe the old model of suspensions and other punitive actions is so broken
that it isn't worth trying to revise.”
Over the course of the three-year settlement agreement, MDHR’s involvement in the
process transitioned to the Minnesota Department of Education. Charlotte and Kyle indicated
that the new efforts by MDE to support districts in revising their discipline policies have been
helpful and well-received. In particular, Charlotte said that there is work underway in
collaboration with MDE to “transform traditional discipline policies into restorative based policy
work.” It is unclear how directly linked these two efforts are, and interview participants did not
directly link these efforts, instead implying that they were two separate interventions.

Research Question 2: What are the perceptions of implementation team members of school
district efforts to address racial disproportionality in student discipline?
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Theme 6: Restorative Practices
In the winter of 2021-2022, the district named Restorative Culture as one of its top three
priorities. At the time of interviews, Restorative Practices had already been established as a
districtwide practice moving forward, so the perceptions of implementation team members at
that time are reflective of the early phases of a systemic change. The early implementation of
Restorative Practices coincided with the return of students to school in the 2021-2022 school
year and instances of student fights, particularly at the secondary level. This context is reflected
in participant responses.
As the planning team was meeting in 2018-2019, some schools were working with a local
agency that specializes in facilitating restorative circles, contracting externally for that support,
in addition to building internal capacity. In 2021-2022, Kyle spoke to efforts to embed that work
more within the district while still retaining the external partnerships:
…we've looked at generating restorative culture within our entire district in training, in
intentional design. Now we're trying to take that and realign it under kind of that
coordination piece so [we are] creating positions and staff support in new ways and
deepening those partnerships that we might've had more on a surface level in ways that
now deliver more direct service, even onsite.
At the time of interviews, the district had posted restorative culture positions at all schools, as
well as a district-wide coordinator position. While all planning team members were generally
positive about Restorative Practices, Charlotte spoke directly to the benefits of Restorative
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Practices work. In referencing the fights in the fall of 2021, Charlotte described the success of
Restorative Practices:
… we did put a team of people together to spend a whole day with these kids, engaged in
circle discussions and doing all kinds of internal and collective work around their
behaviors, around the “why” and how we can do differently and all of that, right? And
since that time, [nearly all] have been back in school for more than a week and they're
doing great.
While it was implied by all participants that building a restorative culture was the right move for
the district, as they reflected on the first phases of implementation, they expressed varying
reservations about the work. Farrah brought up the need for a common understanding of how
Restorative Practices provides for both student voice and clear structure:
I think just really naming what that is, so that people don't think it's not an absence of
having some semi-structure or inviting student…like it includes inviting students’ voice
in the community and to help things and shape. It doesn't mean that it has to be unsafe
or…that there aren’t any systems of response. It doesn't mean that, and I think people
may think that, and that's not what it is. And the circle is only one component of it, it’s
not everything. So, I think [there are] just some myths around that.
Coding Restorative Practices work in the current system is also a challenge. As Charlotte
pointed out, when students engage in circles after an incident, there has to be a way to indicate
that differently in the system to honor the work that is being done and differentiating it from
traditional behavior responses. She said, “… the goal should be that when students need to be
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supported, there is a place they can be that allows us to process with them, and …while we're …
doing restorative work with them, that learning should be counted.”
Both Farrah and Elijah commented on student willingness to engage in Restorative
Practices. Farrah felt that most students are willing and able to restore, especially younger
students. For older students, she noted that, “it's all about what I'm doing in front of my peers,
what was said on social media, I can't let you get away with that.” But when they’re not in front
of their peers, she says that most students are willing to repair. Elijah, in thinking about the
fights at the secondary level earlier in the school year, noted:
It's a laudable decision to want to cultivate, nurture, and install [a] restorative justice
system, mindset, operation, protocol, whatever you want to call it. But it's another thing
to work with young people that do not, because of society, because of their place in
society, and because of what they have heard society telling them in the back of their
minds, they don't want a restorative environment. So, what do you do with that now?
It’s one thing for us as adults and administrators to say we are going to have a restorative
system whereby which we will not suspend, but the mindset of the individuals has to be
changed. We have to, for lack of another word, we have to evangelize…Because they’re
coming to us with a very different mindset of retaliation. And the opposite of retaliation
is restoration. So, we have a lot of evangelization to do. You go into this work thinking
that, oh, it will be smooth, this is what we want, this is what we are going to do, and then
you have young people telling you, “No, I don’t want to restore that relationship. I never
liked them. And I’m in a neighborhood where it’s a rivalry.” So how do you begin to
change that mentality. To evangelize. I think that’s where our challenge is as a society.
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And I think that’s where our challenge is as a district. And not only [our district], but
around the country.
Betsy, though not speaking directly to students’ willingness to engage in Restorative Practices,
did speak to the importance of time in shifting the overall culture towards one that is restorative.
She argued that it needs to be an investment priority for the district, and the shift will not be
accomplished in the next few years. Currently the district is using COVID relief funding to
support much of the Restorative Practices work, but those funds will run out in the next couple
years, and according to Kyle, it is unclear what funding will be in place when the COVID relief
dollars expire. In thinking about this funding timeline and the ability of sites to assume the work
of Restorative Culture building after the initial two-year investment from the district, Betsy
noted,
…I just think there's maybe an underlying lack of understanding of how tied this is to the
complexity of humans, and so if we can if we can all acknowledge that, yep culture is
really hard to figure out, and it can be even more complicated when you have many
perspectives, then we should know that the restorative work is going to be hard as well,
because that’s what the work is about.
Theme 7: Shift in Culture/mindset/bias/teacher behavior
All planning team participants spoke to the need to shift mindset away from punitive and
towards restorative in order to address the racial disproportionality in student discipline.
Participants spoke to district and school culture, bias towards the status quo, and the need to see
and understand an alternative model as elements of mindset that need to be addressed.
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For Farrah and Kyle, this looks like challenging past practices. Farrah spoke to her
reflections on the way things had been done:
[For example], why do we need to make a police report for a kid screaming in the
hallway? So, I think…just asking a lot of questions where things didn’t make sense
necessarily. I think if you take something and you're trying to teach…what are you
trying to re-teach? And really being methodical about what that looks like. …teaching a
replacement skill is important and I think it applies to adults too.
Kyle spoke to another practice that was challenged during this time, the use of a student resource
officer at the secondary level. Similar to the challenges with implementing Restorative Practices
in the context of returning from distance learning, there was some backlash from staff and the
community after the fights at the secondary level in the fall. As Kyle pointed out,
Staff mindset was such that they were asking, “Why don't we have the officer, because if
we have the officer, then much of what we're experiencing might not have even
happened.” … [At the same time], community came forward and said, you don't have
officers, look at all these fights, look at what's happening at the high school. So, there
was a segment within the community that really did feel that, had we made different
decisions, we would've seen better results, in their minds.
Coupled with challenging past practices is the need to be able to conceptualize new practices.
Betsy and Kyle both addressed the need for staff to be able to know what the alternative looks
like and how to implement it effectively in order to shift from a punitive to restorative mindset.
Betsy spoke about the shift in staff mindsets over time as they become more skilled in nonpunitive responses to behavior:
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I think there are times when you're struggling to engage people in the restorative work,
that you can get to this point of, “I don't know what else I'm supposed to do and I don't
know what the answer is” …but I would say less and less we’re getting to that point of
thinking, “Well, if nothing else we can just remove.” I think it's just been a process over
time.
Thinking about the broader system shift towards a less punitive mindset, specifically during the
2021-2022 school year, Kyle identified the need for staff to see success with an alternative
model:
I would say the part however that has been most challenging is mindset. In that re-frame
of mindset, of moving from discipline itself as a punitive practice, aligned with learning
opportunities, and a restoration and accountability, because I think right now what we're
experiencing, is that in order to change people’s mindsets, they need to see something
else working or producing results. And if it doesn't produce results, people may give you
the words you wanna hear, but their mindset has not shifted, and in fact it's become more
entrenched, they’re just not telling you. I mean I do worry to some extent that we've seen
some of that this year based on some of the experiences that we've had that have been
much more hyper-focused with physical altercations, more difficult social emotional
behaviors. So, I would say some of those aspects have been part of the real system issue
of changing those mindsets so that people believe that different practices work, because
otherwise they embellish and then hang onto that past: “If we would've done it like we've
done before, then we would've had different results.”
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Betsy echoed similar sentiments, noting that, “For some of the folks that I know aren’t fully on
board with restorative, there’s absolutely that urge and that belief that if we just crack down, this
is where we’ll be.” She also spoke to the relative success of a site that had implemented
Restorative Practices and moved away from a punitive mindset prior to the settlement agreement
with MDHR. She observed that the majority of staff were able to be reflective on their practices,
hold each other accountable, and stay committed to the culture they had previously built, because
they had been focused on that work for several years. While there were still staff that would
revert to punitive tendencies, especially newer staff, there was a ‘critical mass’ of staff that were
committed to a more restorative mindset.
For Elijah, the shift in mindset for adults is easier than it is for students. He observed
that, “I know some [staff] want to be punitive, but I think you can win them over.” For him, the
greater change in mindset is students, since they do not always buy-in to restorative practices:
…a lot of our students, and particularly our students of color, are coming from nearsurvival environments, and that survival environment means, ‘I don't have time for you to
change my mind, because I know what I have to face when I leave here,’ and so I think
that’s the hardest to change, and out of our control.
That outside, societal influence was also observed by Betsy, who spoke to the challenges of
reducing exclusionary discipline practices as students returned from distance learning and
exhibited greater behavior challenges:
…we're still hearing plenty of noise from the outside. There's absolutely a belief amongst
kids and parents that if we just started expelling kids that everything would be better. It’s
my hope that we don’t succumb to that pressure. I don’t think that we will.
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Charlotte connected mindset to the creation of policy. She reflected on the shift away
from punitive practices, and how the process connects to the Civil Rights era:
[At that time,] people didn't change their hearts and minds until the laws changed, which
forced their behaviors to change, which forced them to think about, what are the beliefs
and the values that they're wrestling with as a result of being held to different standard
and new behaviors.
She noted that, “hearts and minds won’t change on their own,” and that a policy shift will be
required to shift mindset.
Theme 8: System Overall
Reflecting on what system-level changes the district needed to make in order to address
racial disproportionality in student discipline, respondents noted that policy changes and district
alignment were important components, but disagreed on the extent to which those considerations
were valuable. Charlotte and Kyle spoke to the need for a new, district-wide policy related to
student discipline. In the same year that the interviews took place, the district worked with the
Minnesota Department of Education (MDE) to draft a new discipline policy that would capture
the desired shifts away from exclusionary, punitive practices and towards Restorative Practices.
Charlotte spoke to the importance of that policy change:
I think that if we change our policies to say that no longer can we suspend students
without a restorative action or whatever the policy might compel us to do, or require us to
do, I think that that's going to be a key lever in institutionalizing change.
She went on to say that without such a policy, even with training and a shift in the goals of the
district, individuals could still choose to uphold the status quo. She pointed out that normally she
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is not a fan of policy, as it can often function to prevent people from taking healthy risks, but in
this case, she believes that, “…[if a] policy allows us to or even blesses us to uphold systemically
racist practices like excluding a whole bunch of Black and Brown kids from school, then
changed policy becomes the lever for changing behaviors and mindsets.” Kyle also spoke to the
importance of a new discipline policy, and noted that without a cohesive, district-level policy,
individual sites end up engaging in the work differently, which can create issues. For example,
Kyle noted that, “if things get challenged at different sites…the system gets those fractures, and
those fractures make it far more difficult to … move toward the restorative space that we really
want to create.”
When considering system-wide changes, both Farrah and Betsy spoke about a more
adaptive approach. Farrah did not feel there was a specific order in which buildings needed to
implement changes to address racial disproportionality in student discipline, but felt that instead
sites need to prioritize their needs. She listed Multi-Tiered Systems of Support (MTSS), data
recording, training, resources for teachers, and involvement of parents and students as necessary
elements, but felt that the implementation of these components might look different from site to
site as they consider their own needs. Betsy agreed, speaking to the need for a responsive
approach:
I’m a firm believer, and I feel like that’s the heart of restorative work, that technical
mandates don't change beliefs…Yep, we're going to, along the way, keep making these
technical changes that feel like they’re the right push at the right time, or they’re the right
thing because people are ready at the right time…but it can't be because I said so. It has
to be because we believe that's what we need to do…But you can't go faster than the
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space will allow.
Elijah did not speak directly to policy or alignment, but posed the question, “Is our system in a
place where our scholars are empowered, or are we in a place where our scholars are developing
a sense of hopelessness?” He observed that, in order to address racial disproportionality in
student discipline, students needed to have a voice, and also have strong connections to both the
school community and the broader community.
Theme 9: Community/mentorship
Although there was not an interview question specific to the role of the broader
community or to mentorship, Farrah, Elijah, and Kyle each spoke about this theme. Farrah
specifically addressed the involvement of parents, especially within the current societal context.
She noted that “it’s a fragile time in society,” and when students have ongoing challenges,
educators need to look at which of their needs are not being met, including needs “outside the
academic realm.”
Elijah spoke to the importance of mentors, especially for Black students at the secondary
level. “You know, when I was coming around we had models, we had mentors. We had a sense
of community. You know I grew up in … very turbulent times, but we still had community... I
think that's missing.” In response to the behavior incidents at the secondary level in the fall of
2021, Elijah reflected on what students were communicating through their behavior. He felt that
educators need to question, “What is it that our scholars are screaming for?” He went on to note:
Because they are screaming for something, and we have to have a tenacity and the
boldness to sit down with them and ask, “What is it that you need?” Because there is
something that they’re screaming for that we are not meeting their needs. And that pains
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me greatly. There are so many in that high school that want to learn, that strive to learn.
And they’re not. And that’s very, very painful. So, what do we do? I think one of the
things we have to look at, is a bona fide mentoring program, and a space where scholars
can go, and knowing that, if I come to this space, there’s someone here that can mentor
me, there’s someone here that I can talk to.
Elijah had the opportunity growing up to go to a space where he could talk with mentors, and
believes that providing students with a similar opportunity would be an important step in
addressing racial disproportionality in student discipline.
In some spaces, that work is already happening. Kyle spoke to the work the district has
done with a local non-profit that provides mediation services. The high school in particular has
been developing community partnerships in order to “redesign the way that student engagement
happens within the learning space.” In response to the dual pandemics of COVID and racial
injustice, the district has also connected more with outside mental health and wellness supports.
Kyle explained that existing supports had been expanded, new partnerships were being built, and
administrators were receiving additional training in mental health in order to “deepen that work.”
Theme 10: Obstacles to Implementation
In speaking specifically to the MDHR planning team process, participants identified
obstacles to implementation and had mixed feelings about the effectiveness of the MDHR
intervention. Betsy, Farrah, Elijah, and Kyle expressed that there was some value in convening a
group across sites to look at what was working and where there was room to grow, but Kyle and
Betsy also expressed frustration with the process and doubted its overall impact. Betsy stated,
“It didn’t feel like it moved past philosophy and I wondered if there needed to be a different
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facilitation protocol for that to happen, because it didn't feel like we were operating from a
backwards design point of view.” She also spoke to the abrupt end to the work related to MDHR.
Shortly after the appointment of the new commissioner, the planning team stopped meeting, and
Betsy noted that the work did not progress to anything ‘definitive’ for the district.
Another obstacle identified was the lack of funding and staffing to support the shift. Kyle
noted that without the ESSER funding, the current level of district implementation would not
have been possible, and he expressed concern about the future of the work as the COVID
response funding expires.
Had we not had the ESSER funds, or the additional resource aligned with COVID
response, this would not have been possible. I mean, hands-down, would not have been
possible. My greater concern is, as those funds end, how do we recalibrate and adjust to
keep the best of what's working and transition into spaces where we aren’t going to have
a fiscal resource unless there is some dedicated and intentional alignment at the state
level that sustains the funding into the future.
Betsy echoed the concern about state funding, specifically as ESSER funds have been used to
support Restorative Practices. She felt that using ESSER funds to hire Restorative Practices staff
will not be sustainable in the long-term, and she notes that it will take more than two years to
shift the building culture away from punitive and towards restorative.
…what was consistent about the ESSER funding conversation was, this doesn’t go
forever, this is not renewable…And there was a suggestion of using the funding to create
a Restorative Practices coordinator for the district…And I remember speaking up and
saying, I don't see how that's at all possible. In one year, we will not be anywhere near
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anything…you still have to undergo that year to three to five of trying to get to a place
where people are ready to do the work…And so, sure, we could have somebody start in
that capacity as was suggested, but then are we prepared to invest five to ten years in
that?
Compounding the budget concerns are the concerns specific to staffing. In the 2021-2022 school
year, the district faced the same staffing challenges that were felt nationwide. According to
Charlotte, “Not only have we not been deeply trained in restorative justice, but we don't have
dedicated staff to implement those practices and to work intensely or closely with the students,
so the only option we have is to suspend.” She went on to say that in the absence of staff to
support the shift away from exclusionary practices, they are essentially saying to students:
… you're too dysregulated, the school can't manage this, we don't have the staff to
support you, therefore we do have to suspend you, and hopefully you'll just wanna come
back to school so much that you'll somehow on your own, fix your behavior, or whatever.
These compounding variables of funding and staffing continued to be evident at the beginning of
the 2022-2023 school year as the district expanded Restorative Practices positions to each site.
As referenced throughout multiple themes, police brutality, the COVID-19 pandemic,
subsequent shifts to hybrid and distance learning, and the rise in mental health concerns
following that disruption, were also seen as obstacles to implementation. Farrah advocated for a
re-evaluation of how the district responds to harm:
I almost think like with the interruption of students being in school consistently, I almost
think like we need to just rebuild from the ground up. Because I feel like some systems
that were in place prior to COVID, even after this work started…some things have
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fizzled and there still needs to be…I like to call it the warm demander work. We still can
have high expectations for students, but it can't be the absence of a relationship with
them. And so, I don't think that things have to be unsafe or unstructured, totally
unstructured, but I think we have to put some things in place. And name those systems
and practice them and see what’s working and get to know our kids.
Betsy also named the added complexity those external forces have added to the implementation
to Restorative Practices in particular. In thinking about whether the pandemic has led to a
reversion towards punitive practices, she felt that in general her staff has been able to stay
committed to the work, but onboarding new staff has been more challenging.
I think there's always a potential for the slippage and I do worry a little bit about
it…when we hired our first group we required four-day circle training for them and so
that just sort of set the tone for “this is how we’re going to do things,” and our new folks,
that wasn't possible because of how everything has been going. We just weren’t able to
be as intentional as we were the previous round…But I'm also seeing them adjust, so I
think having us…knowing who we are I think, at this point, is helping that.
She voiced that it can also be disheartening when staff have been working hard to implement
these changes but are not able to see the impacts. Both Kyle and Charlotte echoed this
sentiment. Given everything that happened between the 2019-2020 and 2021-2022 school years,
it is difficult to isolate the impact that these shifts away from punitive and discriminatory
practices have had on staff, students and the community. As Betsy observed:
…it’s just so complicated…we can be working so hard, and we feel like we’re making
changes in so many different ways, and then I’ve still got mostly my Black and Brown
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kids, and more Black than Brown, who don’t want to be in classrooms…We’re doing the
very best we can, I do think we are, and we’re not there yet for all kids. So, what do you
do with that? But I mean, you don’t move forward if you don’t keep plugging away, so I
guess that’s what you do with it.

RQ3. What are the perceptions of school district efforts to address racial
disproportionality in student discipline of staff and students who were not implementation
team members?
Theme 11: Staff Perceptions of Changes in Practices and Mindset
Reflecting on current behavior intervention practices, the two adults interviewed who
were not part of the planning team, Henry and Jerome, were split in their interpretation of district
and building efforts to reduce racial disproportionality in student discipline. Henry spoke to
additional supports, changes in practices, and a cultural shift at his site. In addition to
administrators and counselors, the school gets part of the funding for their social worker and
paras through a grant, which enables them to provide targeted, restorative-based support for
students with a high number of referrals. In terms of changes in practice, Henry drew a
connection between societal influences and the school’s elimination of their ‘reset room’:
We just got rid of it this year. It does not exist. Because the idea is … the same things
that we wanna see in the community related to things like maybe policing are the same
things we want to see in school related to behavior. So, we want people to be more…to
not view every situation as a thing that now needs to go somewhere. Our former practice
was, teacher calls a para or someone, or they get sent to the front office, reset
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room…someone else deals with the problem. If we want our community to be more
understanding and work through things as a community and not just completely “other”
anything that we just don't like, then we have to practice those same things in the school.
In place of the reset room, the school has added a student wellness center. Henry described it as
a place where students can take a break and get what they need before returning to class. He
noted that it is different from the reset room because “it’s not based on having this idea that
you're in trouble or you’re somehow wrong for being a human being and having emotional
reactions to things.” Henry also spoke to the cultural shifts at his site, which for him largely
centered around taking an educational approach to discipline. He felt that this was important, at
least in part, because of the subjective nature of discipline:
…the idea that something’s right or something’s wrong, just off the top, that's super
subjective depending on the lens in which a teacher or a student or parent and an
administrator, depending on the lens in which they’re viewing the situation or even the
world, right?
He then went on to clarify that there are five “big” behaviors that “go in the ‘wrong’ box”:
“bullying, harassment, fighting, weapons, chemicals.” He noted that, “Everything else is an
opportunity to educate and for people to make a connection.”
Jerome, who reflected more broadly on the district’s progress, as well as on progress
made at state and national level, spoke to the need for more reform. He argued that racial
disproportionality in student discipline “…is by design, [it] is not an accident.” He had first
noticed disproportionality in his early years as a teacher, when he was sending one or two
students out of his classroom each year for behavior issues, while his colleagues were sending
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out several students of color. Through his own subsequent studies, he became acutely aware of
the research and data regarding racial disproportionality in student discipline, and feels strongly
that districts need to also be aware of it:
I think again, the data’s out there, we all know the impact that it’s having but it’s like, I
think it’s up to those school districts to really take a look at the data, look at the research,
and figure out, what needs to be changed now. Because I know, from my vantage point,
it’s disproportionately impacting boys of color—Black boys. They are at the very end of
all the suspension referral and expulsion data, nationally. It’s not just a Minnesota
problem, it’s a national problem.
While he acknowledged the work that the district has done to address racial
disproportionality, including the adoption of a racial equity policy, he believes that more work
needs to be done, both on the policy level and at the school and individual level. He spoke
directly about teachers’ implicit bias contributing to the racial disproportionality in discipline. In
one example he described, he noted how subjective categories on behavior referral documents
feed disproportionality:
I even had a conversation with someone about insubordination, and how easy that gets
thrown around by like, okay, “can you please sit down in your seat?” “No, I'm just going
to get a pencil.” “That's not what I told you to do, get out.” You know what I mean? And
then they check the box for insubordination, where it’s just kinda like, okay, where is the
bias coming from? Where it's like, why when a Black boy either just says something
back, it might not even be rude, or just even asking a question, questioning turns into
insubordination and then now that kid is kicked out of class, you know what I mean?
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Jerome referenced past work with a national trainer who worked with the district on culturally
responsive practices. Together they had looked at the subjective nature of language on discipline
referral forms. He noted that the ambiguity of terms like ‘insubordinate’ and ‘disruptive’
behavior leads to students being sent out of class for minor behaviors. He went on to describe
another example of a student being sent out of class for ‘disruptive’ behavior:
I remember looking at a referral and they had “blurting”, you know what I mean? That’s
one that’s always like, I can't believe I heard a teacher actually say this this year, like,
“Yeah, I had to put him out of class because he kept blurting!” I’m like, oh wow. So
even little things like that, that language needs to change.
Behavior policy is one area where Jerome felt district policy could be changed and ‘trickle
down’ to teacher behavior. He also advocated for professional development for teachers to
increase their level of cultural competence and expand their ability to build relationships with
students of color. Jerome provided an example of how professional development could impact
racial disproportionality in student discipline:
…if we take Black boys, just having a [professional development] session around some
of the historical traumas and some of the things that come along with being a young
Black male in America. …you gotta go back to Slavery, so that people have a full scope
of like okay, this is why sometimes, you know, young Black males may come in the
classroom, they may have a facial expression that looks like they're not engaged, but it's
almost like a survival mechanism. If you look at, they call it, I read a researcher he called
it ‘the cool pose’, and it's like, you know, Black males not smiling, it’s not that they’re
not happy, it’s their way of showing like, I have control over who I am. Going through
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these hidden pressures, this hidden racism in society, you have you carry yourself as
tough. The blank face that you may see in a classroom, that you may see as inattentive,
it’s not being inattentive, it’s just someone who’s trying to survive and protect himself.
Little things like that could change the perspective of a teacher when they’re looking at a
Black male in a classroom and he’s just sitting there and he may not be answering
questions, and you're getting mad at him because he’s not answering questions, where,
he’s paying attention, he just doesn’t want to be verbal.
Jerome went on to say that “it’s hard to talk about discipline and not talk about race,” and it has
to be done. He felt that some districts have avoided such topics because of White fragility, but
said that it is important for districts to require that teachers receive professional development to
support their racial consciousness.
While he advocated changes in policy and practice, he acknowledged that there are still
barriers to affecting change. In terms of policy changes, Jerome felt that there are often political
barriers and that policy makers can get bogged down in the process of attempting to draft new
language. Once policies are enacted, there are also barriers of implementation. He noted that:
…we know this is a problem, it continues to happen, we got folks that know it’s a
problem but refuse to act, so how are we ever going to stop this cycle if folks don’t act on
what they say they’re going to do?
Theme 12: Student Perceptions of Changes in Practices and Mindset
Students were also split in their reflections on behavior intervention practices. Nasra and
Oscar largely did not experience behavior intervention at the high school level, and did not
notice any significant bias or other indicators of racial disproportionality during their time at the
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high school. They both had observed paraprofessionals or other support staff talking to students
off to the sides and giving them a “lecture,” but that was the extent of any behavior intervention
they had witnessed. They were aware of issues happening in other parts of the high school, like
fights, but they had not witnessed anything firsthand. When asked about teacher bias
specifically, Oscar responded, “There might be some biases. I wouldn’t know. But like, [our
school is] such a small group compared to the overall society that it wouldn’t be as noticeable.”
Nasra also felt that teachers were doing their best, and she did not notice racial bias.
At the middle school level, the students who participated in the interview and focus group
were more aware of behavior issues and the subsequent interventions in their schools. When
asked about the types of infractions that could lead to a disciplinary intervention, Lucy, Makayla,
and Patience listed the following: writing on the bathroom walls, fights, arguing, being mean to
kids, disrupting the class, swearing, smoking, leaving school, skipping class, being late to class,
disrespecting a teacher, yelling at teachers, using a hall pass too long, disturbing other classes,
having a cell phone out in class too many times, and going to the wrong lunch time.
When asked about what happens when students get in trouble, Lucy, Makayla, and
Patience all mentioned that for more minor issues students first received warnings, but that
ultimately students have also been suspended or expelled for certain infractions. Patience also
added that students get sent to the office. She spoke about times that she had been sent to the
office as a disciplinary response:
Then you sit there for like 10-15 minutes until one of the principals or vice principals are
open, or one of the counselors, and then you can talk [to them]. You sit in there for a
good like 10-20 minutes...If it's worse, it's ASAP. If it's really, really bad it's really fast,
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but if not then it takes a while. I've sat in there for like an hour before. Stuck. Not doing
anything. Or they send you down there if you’re misbehaving in class they’ll send you
down there just to finish your work. Which is boring.
Lucy had not personally experienced being sent to the office, but she had noticed that teachers
would call for support if students did not respond to the warnings, and someone would come to
the classroom:
I actually really liked them because they were funny, and really nice about it. I never got
called out, but it was their job to come and get students and it was also their job to stand
in the hallway during passing time to watch, so I’ve talked to them and they’re really nice
and I don’t think they treat people differently.
All five of the students referenced other students who were suspended for fighting or other
infractions, and indicated that it was typically the same students. Patience commented, “You see
it happen or you experience it or you just hear from around, ‘so-and-so got suspended or
expelled or sent home’ or something like that.” Oscar noted that
…there is a certain group in the school which does … get in trouble more. I don't have
any interaction with them so I don't know who they are, but it’s usually the same few
select people in trouble when it happens.
Lucy felt that it was often older students, and one class in particular that was more prone to
fighting and other infractions. She was not friends with the students involved, but felt that it was
often the same individuals who received consequences. Lucy, Patience, and Makayla also noted
that their grade level or school was less likely to have issues than others. Lucy noted that both
older students and students in the grade below hers were more likely to have behavior issues,
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while Patience and Makayla noted that another district middle school, their previous district, and
previous elementary school all had worse behaviors and higher instances of teacher bias than
their current middle school.
Lucy, Makalya, and Patience shared similar reflections on whether students were treated
differently by staff members. Both Makayla and Patience spoke about instances of teachers
being overtly racist, but in terms of behavior intervention, all three felt that in general adults’
response to behavior was generally fair. There were, however, some instances in which they felt
that bias had played a role. Patience shared a story about a time that she was suspended at school
for something someone else had done:
Yeah, she did it, but I didn’t, so I got … suspended for no reason. And I was kind of
thrown off about that, that had nothing to do with me, I wasn’t even there. We don’t look
alike!
Lucy had not personally experienced bias, but observed that some teachers,
…keep an eye out for the people that have done things, like they watch them more, so
then they don’t notice when other kids are doing it.
In regards to principals, both Makalya and Patience felt that the principals in their school did not
show any bias or favoritism when managing behavior, but rather treated everyone the same.
Theme 13: Restorative Practices
While Jerome and Henry differed in their statements about district and site-level
progress, both were familiar with and supportive of the districtwide shift to Restorative Practices.
Jerome spoke to the potential for restorative practices to address racial disproportionality in
student discipline:
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…we’re talking a lot about restorative. I think that’s huge. That’s a good step in the
right direction. Getting people on board with that, because again that’s that community
building piece that could cut down on some of those disruptive behaviors in the
classroom.
Henry noted that at the building level, they have been focusing on “relationships and building
restorative culture.” He also shared some of the Restorative Practices that are currently in place:
In advisory, [there is] an emphasis on circles to build community…we have a person,
[who] does circles anytime there’s a fight, anytime there’s bullying or harassment,
anytime it’s a “biggie” [significant behavior issue], if people want, we always offer them
a circle. Sometimes we require a circle upon re-entry for staff and families.
Students, however, were not familiar with the term “Restorative Practices”. When asked
about Restorative Practices in the schools, none of the five students knew what that meant.
When asked specifically about Restorative Circles, and the process of a circle was described to
them, three of the five students were familiar with circles and stated that they had participated in
at least one circle at school. The two students who participated in the high school focus group
shared that they had participated in circles after the fights at the high school in the fall of 2021.
Nasra commented that she did not personally know anyone who was involved in the fight, the
fight did not impact her directly, and when she was in a restorative circle in one of her classes,
“everyone passed” and did not share anything. According to Oscar, restorative circles were only
utilized by some of the teachers. He noted, “As a schoolwide thing, not so much. There are
some teachers like that do that on their own volition. But for the schoolwide as itself, I don’t
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think so.” At the middle school level, Lucy participated in a circle on the topic of race and
shared her experience:
Yeah, there was one time in the year that a bunch of students were talking about how
they’re going to have a circle, so then you would get to skip a class and do the circle. So
that was two days in the year that a bunch of people were in the circles. I went to one and
they were nice.
In this case, students chose to attend the circle, and while there were still students who didn’t
share, Lucy noted that “most of the kids were definitely very social about it.” She also
commented that,
It was obvious that a lot of kids in there went just to skip class, but then throughout the
circle it started getting like deep, and a lot of people started answering the questions
seriously. And I think it was a great learning experience.
While the topic of the circle was race, many of the questions were about school and what could
be done to make it better. Lucy felt that her school often asks students what they think, but then
“they don’t really do much about it.” Neither Makayla nor Patience recalled participating in a
Restorative Circle.
Despite not being familiar with Restorative Practices, Lucy, Makayla, and Patience spoke
about instances where a more restorative and less punitive mindset was evident. Lucy described
an incident in which she and a friend had been misbehaving in the hallway. A teacher intervened
and spoke with Lucy and her friend about what had happened. Lucy recalled that the teacher
was nice about it but also held her accountable by calling Lucy’s parent. She had a positive
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recollection of the event, and while the teacher was not one of her classroom teachers, she still
stated that the teacher was one of her favorites.
Theme 14: Staff of Color
All of the students interviewed had at least one administrator of color, and the majority of
their teachers were White. Makayla and Patience counted five teachers in their building that they
thought were people of color. As noted in theme twelve, Makayla and Patience stated that their
principals did not show favoritism, while teachers at times demonstrated bias.
Henry and Jerome spoke more directly to the impact of hiring more administrators and
teachers of color. Jerome had been an advocate for increasing teacher diversity, and
acknowledged that, while there is still a long way to go, “At least now kids can go in the building
and they’re seeing two people in leadership positions, either teacher or admin, that look like
them.” Henry felt that increasing diversity among district leadership has had a significant impact
on how decisions are made in the district and ultimately on district policies, such as those related
to student discipline. He pointed out that leaders of color have both the perspective and the trust
to be able to make changes that benefit historically marginalized members of society:
The thing that—and this is societal—the reason there’s a mistrust for any government-run
system, it’s because it comes down to who’s creating the policy. What are unintended
consequences that individuals maybe see or don’t see, and then who is it impacting the
most? I think [that’s where] administrators of color come in… if the goal is to in fact
dismantle some of these things, there is a certain perspective AND level of trust that… if
we come in with the understanding and that we all agree that we want something to
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change in some of the disparities, if we all agree that that's something that we want to do,
then you focus on, what are things and what are ways that we can begin to build trust in
our community of the people who are disproportionately being impacted?
Henry went on to provide an example of how the perspectives of leaders of color led to a change
in policy at his site regarding hats and hoods:
This idea that somehow the humanization of a hat or a hoodie, and how a person wears a
hat or if they have a hoodie on… if that makes me uncomfortable, then you have to
change, versus the idea that, maybe if I allow myself to be uncomfortable for a little
while, I’ll stop being uncomfortable. Which we’ve seen happen. I don't know that it’s
exclusively related to having a shift in administrators of color, but I do think…that when
you have diverse perspectives, there's naturally going to be change to any system, when
you bring diverse perspectives [in] any way shape or form.
While having administrators of color was seen as a positive by students and staff, Jerome offered
a caveat that administrators of color must also be supported or they will not be as effective:
I mean, I’ve been involved in a lot of that work with teacher diversity, and I’m going to
be honest with you, like, it makes a big difference for the kids, but if those principals
can’t move an anti-racist agenda, then nothing changes. Just because you put an
administrator of color in a leadership position, it could actually backfire. Which in some
districts, it has backfired in the worst way. It makes a difference, but if that administrator
of color is handcuffed, not empowered or supported, then the status quo stays the status
quo and then you’ve just got pretty much a token, somebody that’s just there as a leader
of color, but if they can’t do what they need to do, no progress.
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Chapter V: Discussion, Implications, and Recommendations
Conclusions
The combination of the Cruz-Guzman lawsuit, the subsequent development of the
Reimagine Minnesota coalition, and the Minnesota Department of Human Rights complaint
created the conditions for expansive implementation of initiatives aimed at closing the racial
discipline gap. From 2017 to 2019, there was a window of opportunity, or interest convergence,
for addressing racial disproportionality in discipline, as districts recognized the problem, there
was political and legal pressure to address it, and there was fertile ground for implementing
policies and practices to solve it (Kingdon, 1984; Okilwa & Robert, 2017). As the MDHR
complaint ran its course and pressure from the department eased, and as the COVID-19
pandemic disrupted data, impacted staffing and capacity, and led to compounding factors of
mental health and disrupted schooling, the Cruz-Guzman lawsuit was also encountering another
hurdle. In September of 2022, the Minnesota Court of Appeals rejected the notion that racially
imbalanced schools were in violation of the state Constitution (Hawkins, 2022). While the
plaintiffs announced that they would appeal to the Minnesota Supreme Court, the lack of a
definitive ruling and the legislature’s unwillingness to take up any of the proposed legislation
related to the case meant that the threat of legal action that had initially prompted the formation
of the Reimagine Minnesota coalition had largely dissipated. As a result, the discipline gap,
which has plagued schools for the past fifty years, might lose ground as a primary focus for
districts and schools.
Applying Critical Race Theory, the racial discipline gap is the result of embedded,
systemic efforts to maintain White supremacy, and without pressure to change that system, there
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may not be enough interest convergence to compel sustainable change. Particularly as parents of
current students attended school during the rise of zero tolerance policies, these exclusionary
practices may have become normalized and seen as an appropriate response to behaviors. As
interview participants referenced, under times of stress, such as in the fall of 2021 when there
was an increase in externalized behaviors at the secondary level, there was a push to return to
punitive, zero-tolerance policies. Given these tendencies, an area for future research is to
examine whether districts are compelled by other forces, externally or internally, to continue to
address the discipline gap, and whether there is enough interest convergence to sustain the
efforts.
Moving out of the window of opportunity creates a dire picture, but the initiatives
proposed and implemented do align with the existing literature, and if sustained, provide hope
for a reduction in racial discipline disparities over time. More research is needed to identify
which practices are effective in eliminating racial disproportionality in student discipline in
different settings, but the policies and practices identified by the district have been shown in
places to reduce racial disproportionality.
Adult Perspectives and Behaviors. Adults interviewed were aligned with the research
in their thinking that adult perspectives and behaviors needed to change in order to reduce racial
disproportionality in student discipline. While participants interpreted “adult perspectives”
differently, with some focusing more on a punitive versus restorative mindset, and others
considered cultural awareness, all indicated that adult mindset was a factor in changing discipline
practices. The term implicit bias was not explicitly named by participants, and while it may have
been indirectly implied, most adult participants did not draw a direct connection between implicit
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bias and racial disproportionality. Apart from one student who expressed that she had been
treated unfairly because a teacher mistook her for another student of the same race, students also
did not voice that implicit bias on the part of their teachers contributed to racial
disproportionality. Interestingly, Lucy’s comment about teachers more closely monitoring
students who had previously misbehaved and then not noticing other misbehavior matched
patterns in much of the research on implicit bias, but Lucy did not indicate that she felt this was
the result of racial bias. Given the research on implicit bias, it is unlikely that implicit bias was
not present in the district. While it is possible that participants truly did not see implicit bias as a
causal factor, it is also possible that participants did not want to point directly to biased beliefs or
behaviors exhibited by their colleagues or teachers.
Another area where the research and interview participants differed was in the way in
which adult perspectives and behaviors could or should be addressed. Interview participants
spoke more generally to shifting mindsets but did not reference a specific program or training
aimed at prompting adults through that process. It is possible that participants viewed that
mindset-change process as a component of other training, such as Restorative Practices training,
but there was no mention of any specific programs or trainings geared directly at shifting
mindsets, apart from Jerome’s advocacy for professional development for teachers on how to
better understand and teach students of color. There was an expressed desire for more work in
the area of mindset, as participants referenced both subtle and overt racism, the continued
presence of punitive practices, the belief that restorative practices are too permissive, and the
belief that behavior challenges would not have been as significant if the school had retained the
School Resource Officer. The volatility in student discipline as reported anecdotally by staff
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during the COVID-19 years was also believed to have led to some regression in mindset, as
some staff who had previously been shifting to a less punitive mindset may have begun to revert
to a punitive focus in light of the increased challenges. The exception to this was within spaces
that had been utilizing Restorative Practices for several years before the pandemic.
Discipline Policies and Practices. Shifting away from punitive discipline and towards
Restorative Practices was cited by the majority of participants as a significant and necessary
change for the district, and was listed in the district’s top three priorities going in to the 20222023 school year. Each of the adults interviewed expressed support for Restorative Practices as
an alternative to punitive discipline, but as Elijah noted, adults might be on board but students
were not necessarily there yet. None of the students interviewed knew what was meant by the
term “Restorative Practices,” and only one spoke to the benefits of participating in a Restorative
Circle.
As in the research, it was evident from the experiences of respondents that more training
would better support the implementation of restorative practices, and it is also important for the
district to have a plan for sustaining the program. As districts move forward with Restorative
Practices, it is necessary to analyze discipline data to determine whether the implementation of
Restorative Practices is not only reducing exclusionary practices but also closing the discipline
gap. It is also recommended that districts consider complementary initiatives focused on racial
consciousness and anti-racism to support Restorative Practices.
Continuing the district’s work with the Minnesota Department of Education to write
discipline policies that remove or limit punitive practices will be a necessary step towards
reducing exclusionary discipline, but as a policy alone does not address a root cause, districts
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must be mindful of the emergence of different yet still harmful responses to behavior. While inschool exclusion is often considered a remedy to out-of-school exclusion, these types of inschool reset rooms or other spaces where students are removed from the learning environment
are still exclusionary and still disproportionately impact students of color (Martin, Sharp-Grier &
Smith, 2016).
Engagement, Relationships and Student Support. These areas were identified by the
Reimagine Minnesota initiative, and supported by research, but did not explicitly emerge as
themes from the interviews. It is possible that respondents felt these areas were addressed
through other initiatives. For example, relationships can be built and strengthened through
Restorative Practices. The one exception was Student Support, which was mentioned primarily
in the context of mental health services. One student and one adult spoke specifically to the use
of therapists to provide support to students. If participants had been asked specifically about
engagement, relationships, and student support, it is possible that these themes would have
emerged as areas that could be leveraged to address racial disproportionality in student
discipline.
Hiring Teachers of Color. Both adult and student participants spoke to the value of
racial diversity among staff. It is noteworthy that not all categories of staff were significantly
diverse at the time of the study. Both administration groups and non-classified support groups
had a significant level of racial diversity, while the licensed teacher group remained
predominantly White. Along these lines, Jerome mentioned teacher tenure as a factor in
maintaining the status quo around racial disproportionality. His comments were directed at
teachers who were actively disciplining students based on race, but the sentiment can be
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extended to the impact of tenure on building a workforce that reflects the student body. There
are other factors inhibiting the recruitment and retention of teachers of color, but it was
observable in this study that non-tenured positions had greater racial diversity than tenured
positions.
Another element that emerged in the interviews was the importance of leaders of color in
guiding decisions and disrupting harmful practices. While research has been focused on the
impact teachers of color have had on closing the discipline gap, both Henry and Jerome spoke
specifically to the importance of having leaders of color who can disrupt policies and practices
that perpetuate disproportionate outcomes.
Implications for Policy, Practice, Methodology and/or Future Research
The initial districtwide shift away from a punitive mindset, implementation of restorative
practices, change in discipline policies and practices, and hiring of staff of color appear to be
promising initiatives based on anecdotal data, research, and the theoretical underpinnings of each
initiative, but more time is needed to determine the long-term impact. The biggest obstacle to
measuring effectiveness of these initiatives is the lack of longitudinal data. Due the impact of
the COVID-19 pandemic during the 2019-2020, 2020-2021 and 2021-2022 school years, there is
not viable data over the time period in which the implementation took place. Additionally, any
changes in racial disproportionality in discipline data from pre-COVID-19 to the fall of 2022
may have also been impacted by the many other changes that occurred during that time.
Research needs to be done to parse out the impacts of mental health, disrupted in-person
schooling, the shift to online learning, and staffing shortages. A parallel area of interest is
looking into the near elimination of the Black/White discipline gap in Minnesota during the
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2020-2021 school year, even as Native students continued to be suspended at a significantly
higher rate.
It is also unclear the extent to which societal issues regarding race might have had a
direct or indirect impact. Despite being asked directly about any impact that the murder of
George Floyd and subsequent racial reckoning had on the district response to student discipline,
few participants drew a connection between the two. While COVID was mentioned by nearly all
participants as having a direct impact on the process of implementation and on student behavior,
in general participants did not indicate that the murder of George Floyd or police brutality in
general was connected to changes in district policy or practice, with the exception of the removal
of the School Resource Officer (SRO). This could have been due to the design of the questions,
since participants were asked about both COVID and police brutality in the same question.
While it is challenging to identify the impact of specific initiatives, studying the process
the school district engaged in offered some insight into the impetus for prompting change. The
initial MDHR complaint was met with frustration by district leaders. Framed as compliancedriven, participants spoke about the complaint as more of a nuisance and bureaucratic hurdle,
arguing that work was already underway to address racial disproportionality in student
discipline. Ultimately the efforts by MDHR were not sustainable, as evidenced by the lack of
follow-up once a new commissioner was installed. Conversely, participants spoke highly of the
support offered by MDE, using words like ‘helping’, ‘support’, and ‘partner.’ One participant
spoke about the work that the district is engaged in with MDE to write new discipline policies
that are tailored to each district instead of the traditional “one size fits all” policy approach that
has traditionally been offered to districts. Whether or not these two approaches were
86

intentionally paired to first require compliance and then provide support is unknown, but the
issuance of a directive by one department followed by support offered by another department
presents an interesting option when considering what prompts districts to change.
Another take-away from this research is the need for both technical and adaptive
processes to address racial disproportionality in student discipline. Participants differed in their
beliefs about what should be done in which order, but there was general consensus that technical
components like policies needed to be changed alongside more adaptive components like
mindsets. There was not a single checklist or linear path, but rather a desire to look at policy,
mindset, and practices together, while also considering alignment across the district and support
from both the district and the state.
Community supports is another area that emerged from interviews that warrants further
exploration. Two of the district leaders who were both Black Males spoke to the idea of
community schools and community centers. As Jerome mentioned, “It does take a village to
bring all of our kids up. It can’t just be one person or be benefiting one group. All of our kids
deserve the same opportunity.”
Concluding Comments
Despite setbacks, the district engaged in massive changes in a short amount of time with
limited resources. The concept of disruptive innovation may have allowed for more rapid
change during this time, making the COVID-19-related disruptions both challenging and an
opportunity the district to implement changes. Restorative Practices, policy changes, hiring
teachers of color, and a desire to address mindsets are significant steps that emerged during this
process. Now that districts are not directly compelled by outside legal intervention to address
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discipline gaps, future data will show whether the changes prompted by these interventions were
able to successfully disrupt systems of White supremacy and close discipline gaps.
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Appendix A: Interview Questions
Superintendent/School Board Interview:
1. What was your process in developing the initial MDHR collaborative agreement and plan?
2. What experience, if any, did you have in working with the Human Rights Commission?
3. What efforts, if any, had been underway prior to the development of the plan?
4. Did your district collaborate with other districts on the development of the plan? If so, to
what degree?
5. What are your goals for this work?
6. Have recent events (COVID-19, police brutality) impacted this work? If so, in what ways?
7. Is there anything else you would like to share about this work?
Administrator/Staff Participant Interview:
1. How has the plan been communicated to you?
2. What was the selection process for your participation on the implementation committee?
3. What are your goals for this work?
4. What reservations, if any, do you have about this work?
5. In what ways does this work align or not align with your personal philosophy of discipline
and behavior management?
6. Describe your experience as a participant on the implementation committee. What has gone
well? What has been challenging?
7. Have recent events (COVID-19, police brutality) impacted this work? If so, in what ways?
8. Is there anything else you would like to share about this work?
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Student Interviews:
1. Were you aware of the plan? If so, in what way(s) was it communicated to you?
2. Are you aware of your school’s discipline policies? If so, how have they been communicated
to you?
3. What has been your experience with student discipline?
a. Has it changed? If so, what changed?
4. Have recent events (COVID-19, police brutality) impacted your views on student discipline?
If so, in what ways?
5. Is there anything else you would like to share about this work?
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Appendix B: Invitation to Participate in the Research Study
Greetings,
My name is Katie Stennes and I am a doctoral candidate at Bethel University. I am
writing to invite you to participate in a research study of your district and school’s efforts to
address racial disproportionality in student discipline. Your participation is entirely
voluntary, and you can withdraw from the study at any time, at no consequence. Whether or
not you decide to participate will not affect your relationship with Bethel University or your
school district.
This study involves a 45-60-minute interview or focus group using a video
conferencing platform (Zoom). Please let me know if you are willing to participate, and I
will be in touch with further details.

Thank you in advance,
Katie Stennes
651-324-7281
Kas39232@bethel.edu
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Appendix C: Consent to Participate in the Research Study
Dear potential study participant,
You are invited to participate in a study of the policies and practices that your school
district has implemented in an attempt to reduce racial differences in student discipline. The
purpose of this study is to look at discipline policy and practices, and the effects of those policies
and practices, at different levels within the school district.
You have been selected as a potential participant because of your involvement in the
implementation process, or because of your connection to the district as a student or parent. This
research is in fulfillment of the requirements of the K-12 Educational Leadership Doctoral
Program at Bethel University.
If you choose to participate, it will involve one forty-five-minute interview or one-hour
focus group session scheduled at a time that is convenient to you, either in person or using a
video conferencing platform (Zoom). The risks involved in this study include the potential for
some discomfort, due to the sensitive nature of discussing race and discipline. If you feel
discomfort at any point during the interview or focus group, you can decline to respond to the
question or end your participation in the study. While there are no direct personal benefits to
participating in this study, results of this study will contribute to the district and the broader
education community’s understanding of the impacts of policies and practices aimed at reducing
racial disproportionality in student discipline.
There is some risk that information you share during the focus group could be disclosed
by other focus group participants. I am asking that each focus group member agree to keep
information confidential and that by signing this consent form you are agreeing to not disclose
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information outside of the group. However, I can only guarantee that I will keep your
information confidential. In order to mitigate the risk to confidentiality, all information gathered
during this study will be individually coded, not linked to individual participants, and no
identifying information will be disclosed during the presentation of results. Audio and video
recordings will be gathered during the interview and focus group to aid with transcription, and
will be deleted once transcription is complete. Only the researcher will have access to
recordings. Data will be reported in aggregate, and any direct quotations will not be linked to
individuals.
Whether or not you decide to participate will not have an impact on your relationship
with the school district or school. If you decide to participate, you are free to discontinue
participation at any time without consequence.
This research project has been reviewed and approved in accordance with Bethel’s Levels
of Review for Research with Humans. If you have any questions about the research and/or
research participants’ rights, please call Stacie Stanley (651-387-7589), Peter Jankowski (651638-6901) or Katie Stennes (651-324-7281). You will be offered a copy of this form to keep.
Your affirmative response to this email indicates that you have read the information
provided above and have decided to participate. You may withdraw at any time without
prejudice after responding to this email should you choose to discontinue participation in
this study.

_______________________________

____________________________

Signature of Participant

Date
107

Appendix D: Parental Consent of a Minor to Participate in the Research Study
Dear parent of a potential study participant,
Your child is invited to participate in a study of the policies and practices that your school
district has implemented in an attempt to reduce racial differences in student discipline. The
purpose of this study is to look at discipline policy and practices, and the effects of those policies
and practices, at different levels within the school district.
Your child has been selected as a potential participant because of their connection to the
district as a student. This research is in fulfillment of the requirements of the K-12 Educational
Leadership Doctoral Program at Bethel University.
If your child chooses to participate, it will involve one, one-hour focus group session
scheduled at a time that is convenient to your child, either in person or using a video
conferencing platform (Zoom). The risks involved in this study include the potential for some
discomfort, due to the sensitive nature of discussing race and discipline. If your child feels
discomfort at any point during the interview or focus group, they can decline to respond to the
question or end their participation in the study. While there are no direct personal benefits to
participating in this study, results of this study will contribute to the district and the broader
education community’s understanding of the impacts of policies and practices aimed at reducing
racial disproportionality in student discipline.
There is some risk that information you share during the interview or focus group could
be linked to you. In order to mitigate that risk, all information gathered during this study will be
individually coded, not linked to individual participants, and participant data will remain
confidential. Audio and video recordings will be gathered during the interview and focus group
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to aid with transcription, and will be deleted once transcription is complete. Only the researcher
will have access to recordings. Data will be reported in aggregate, and any direct quotations will
not be linked to individuals.
Whether or not your child decides to participate will not have an impact on their
relationship with the school district or school. If they decide to participate, they are free to
discontinue participation at any time without consequence.
This research project has been reviewed and approved in accordance with Bethel’s Levels
of Review for Research with Humans. If you have any questions about the research and/or
research participants’ rights, please call Stacie Stanley (651-387-7589), Peter Jankowski (651638-6901), or Katie Stennes (651-324-7281). You will be offered a copy of this form to keep.

Your affirmative response to this email indicates that you have read the information
provided above and have decided to participate. You may withdraw at any time without
prejudice after responding to this email should you choose to discontinue participation in
this study.

__________________________________

______________________

Signature of Participant

Date

__________________________________

______________________

Signature of Parent or Guardian

Date
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Appendix E: Minor Assent Form
Dear potential study participant,
You are invited to participate in a study of the ways that your school district has tried to
reduce racial differences in student discipline. The purpose of this study is to look at discipline
policy and practices, and the effects of those policies and practices, at different levels within the
school district.
You have been selected as a potential participant of your connection to the district as a
student. This research is in fulfillment of the requirements of the K-12 Educational Leadership
Doctoral Program at Bethel University.
If you choose to participate, it will involve one, one-hour focus group session scheduled
at a time that is convenient to you, either in person or using a video conferencing platform
(Zoom). The risks involved in this study include the possibility of feeling uncomfortable, since
we will be discussing race and discipline. If you feel uncomfortable at any point during the
interview or focus group, you do not need to respond to the question, or you can choose to no
longer participate in the study. While there are no direct personal benefits to participating in this
study, results of this study will help the district and the broader education community better
understand whether their policies and practices are successful in reducing racial
disproportionality in student discipline.
There is some risk that information you share during the interview or focus group could
be linked to you. In order to keep that risk as small as possible, anything you say will be coded,
not be linked to your name, and all information about you will be kept confidential. The focus
group will be video recorded, but that recording will be deleted once the recording is transcribed.
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I will be the only one with access to the recordings. Data will be reported all together as themes,
and anything you say will not be linked to you.
Whether or not you decide to participate will not affect your relationship with the school
district or school. If you decide to participate, you are free to stop participating at any time
without consequence.
This research project has been reviewed and approved in accordance with Bethel’s Levels
of Review for Research with Humans. If you have any questions about the research and/or
research participants’ rights, please call Stacie Stanley (651-387-7589), Peter Jankowski (651638-6901), or Katie Stennes (651-324-7281). You will be offered a copy of this form to keep.
Your affirmative response to this email indicates that you have read the information
provided above and have decided to participate. You may withdraw at any time without
prejudice after responding to this email should you choose to discontinue participation in
this study.

__________________________________

_________________________

Signature of Participant

Date
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